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ABSTRACT
Bringing the Kingdom: Religious Women’s Engagement in Social Reform in Minnesota
from 1880 to 1920
by
Jennifer Anne Hornyak Wojciechowski
The turn of the twentieth century was a time of great civic engagement in the
United States. Women, in particular, were engaged in a variety of benevolent
organizations. Much of the previous historical investigation on women’s reform activity
has focused on the actions of white, affluent, mainline Protestant women in older and
larger cities. Because of this focus on affluent Protestant women, historians have largely
ignored other groups of women who were also engaged in reform efforts all over the
country.

This dissertation examines four groups of religiously engaged women in
Minnesota between the years 1880 and 1920 (immigrants, Roman Catholics, Jews, and
African Americans) who have tended to be marginalized and left out of the historical
record, especially in Minnesota.

Using a combination of primary and secondary sources, it will be argued that
these women were indeed involved in a variety of benevolent organizations and were
religiously inspired. Religious engagement gave credence to their activities and a level of
respectability. There was a general progression of organization from small church-related
charities to larger and more influential organizations. In many cases, this religious
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engagement led to further public involvement as women began to participate in politics,
particularly in the areas of temperance and suffrage.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The turn of the twentieth century was a time of intense reform activity throughout
the United States. Historians have spent much time examining women’s engagement in a
variety of social causes from temperance to suffrage to female reform. In fact, Daphne
Spain makes the bold claim that women saved the American city in the years between the
Civil War and the First World War.1 Much of this historical investigation has focused on
the activities of white, affluent, mainline Protestant women, in older and larger cities.
However, across the country, women were engaging in social reform efforts en masse;
African American women, Jewish women, immigrant women,2 and Catholic women
were active in their communities all over the country.
Focusing on the years of 1880-1920, this dissertation will examine the reform
activities among this latter group of women in Minnesota, an area of study which up to
now has been largely neglected. Armed with religious belief, optimism, and a desire to
change the world around them, Minnesotan women of all economic classes and ethnic
and racial backgrounds engaged in a variety of ministries, societies, and clubs. Their
methods ranged from modest sewing circles to running large settlement houses or even
coordinating nationwide political organizations. It was a time when perfecting society
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Daphne Spain, How Women Saved the City (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001).
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In this dissertation, the term “immigrant” refers to first and second-generation people with roots
in a country other than the Unites States.

1
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seemed possible, a time when women everywhere were hoping to bring God’s kingdom
to their community.
Minnesota presents a setting for reform different from that of the more-studied
eastern United States. Whereas cities like Boston and New York had centuries of history
behind them in late 1800s, Minneapolis and St. Paul could count their years in mere
decades. It was 1837 before any part of the Minnesota territory was open for settlement, 3
and it was not until 1858 that it became a state.4 Despite the relative newness of the state,
Minnesota women soon became engaged in a remarkable variety of reform activities.5
Mirroring the national scholarship, much of the work that has been done on women’s
reform activity in Minnesota has focused on a relatively small number of wealthy, white
Protestants. This dissertation will make the case that many groups of women were caught
up in the spirit of reform and were equally involved in reform activity as the mainline
white Protestant women in Minnesota. However, their approaches and interests to this
reform sometimes differed due to a number of factors including, but not limited to their
limited access to wealth and politics, their own religious experiences, their priority of
need based on their own socio-economic positions, and the needs of their community.
Thesis Statement
African American women, immigrant women, Catholic, and Jewish women were
active in social reform movements in Minnesota during the years of 1880–1920. Each

3
Mary Lethert Wingerd, Claiming the City: Politics, Faith, and the Power of Place in St. Paul
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 19.
4

Steven J. Keillor, Shaping Minnesota’s Identity: 150 Years of State History (Lakeville, MN:
Pogo, 2008), 42.
5

Keillor, Shaping Minnesota’s Identity, 42.
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group followed a general pattern of organization starting with small local outreaches and
expanding to larger organizations with larger spheres of influence. Their stances,
activities, and motivations were influenced by their religious beliefs, religious
organizations, and the communities to which they belonged, but there are also common
themes that ran throughout women’s groups of this era. Religious engagement gave
credence to their activities and a level of respectability. In many cases, this religiously
engagement led to further public involvement. Women began to participate in politics
particularly in the areas of temperance and suffrage.
Motivation
American women’s history is an interesting and important field; however, it has
been dominated by investigations of affluent white women. When trying to research
women’s in engagement in social reform, it became obvious that studies of the “average”
woman were few and far between. From the current selection of books and articles, it
appeared that only an elite group of affluent women were trying to make changes in the
world. This seemed unlikely. Like today, women of all races, ethnicities, and social
classes of the past must have cared about the world around them and desired to influence
it. Thus, began the beginnings of this project. The motivation of this project was truly to
demonstrate that countless unnamed women were indeed changing the world around
them.
Scope and Constraints
The four broad categories of women examined in this dissertation have often been
left out of the historical record. Women’s history has fallen into the similar trap of
writing on “great men” or in this case, “great women.” This is not surprising; writing a
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history of women who were affluent and well connected is simply an easier project to
take on. They tended to leave more records and documents, making a narrative infinitely
easier to construct. The downside of this method is that the “everywoman” is forgotten,
and the concentration of the few elite overshadow a picture of what life looked like for
the majority of the population.
While the philanthropic heiress can be interesting and impressive, there is
something equally impressive about discovering how a group of struggling immigrant
women were able raise funds though bake sales and sewing circles to care for those even
less fortunate. At its roots, this project is a social history, concerned more with the
societal trends of women in reform than the individual women, though the narrative takes
time to examine specific women as well.
The groups of women, Yankee, immigrant, Catholic, Jewish, and African
American, are specifically discussed because they were the major groups living in
Minnesota between 1880 and 1920. Early migration to the state was dominated by
Yankee and Catholic women. Next, immigrant women, especially Scandinavians, arrived
in large numbers. Jewish and African American women had very small population
numbers in the early days, but over time migration and immigration created a significant
community. Specifics of each group will be discussed in following chapters, but it is
worth noting that a groups’ arrival and socio-economic standing heavily influenced how
quickly the women were able to organize and how effective their efforts were.
The subject matter of the dissertation is limited in both time and place. The major
focus of this examination is between the years 1880 and 1920, however, women’s
engagement in reform did not begin in 1880, and it certainly did not end in 1920. There
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are points when the narrative moves either earlier or later due to circumstances
surrounding a specific group or organization. For example, the Sisters of St. Joseph were
going full force by 1880—many important works were accomplished before that such as
the founding of the state’s first hospital and school for girls. Conversely, it was not until
the late 1910s and 1920s that there was a large enough population of African American
women in the state for that group of women to start their own organizations in large
numbers, so looking slightly beyond 1920 gives a better picture of what was just
beginning by 1920. For the most part, however, these forty years give ample evidence of
the level of engagement Minnesota women had.
Ending with the year 1920 is natural stopping point. Both the Eighteen and
Nineteenth Amendments had passed ending the somewhat simultaneous and symbiotic
campaigns to prohibit alcohol and gain the right for vote for women. The Nineteenth
Amendment fundamentally changed women’s relationship with their surroundings. No
longer were women working outside of the male-run government system to press their
agendas. For the first time in American history, women were entering into the system.
Gaining voting rights does not end the era of voluntary women’s organizations. The shift
from working from the outside to the inside is a natural stopping point for this particular
investigation since detailing how women organized and accomplished their goals
working outside the male-dominated church and government is a significant focus of this
dissertation.
This dissertation is also limited to place, specifically to the state of Minnesota.
There is an occasional examination of a national organization when it is particularly
pertinent to the activities of a Minnesota chapter, but Minnesota and Minnesotan women
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are by and large the focus. A large percentage of women and organizations studied in this
dissertation were located in the Twin Cities. There are many reasons for this. The
populations of these cities simply were larger than anywhere else in the state. There were
enough people to create large organizations, and large organizations tended to keep
records of their activities. Along with larger populations comes exacerbated social
problems as well, therefore organizations designed to combat those issues will inevitably
rise to meet them. In addition, some communities settled almost exclusively in the Twin
Cities (for example, Jewish and African Americans lived overwhelmingly in Minneapolis
and St. Paul, with small populations in Duluth). St. Paul was the center of Catholic life
with the archdiocese located there and the Sisters of St. Joseph’s strong presence
beginning in the 1850s. The cities were also the location of the two largest Catholic
women’s organizations. By the 1880s, immigrant groups were starting to favor city living
over farming, and by 1920, immigrants were largely settling in the cities. The end result
is a highly populated economic center that bred a variety of clubs, church associated
societies and outreaches, and large social outreaches.
Sources and Methodology
A goal of this dissertation is to give a voice to women who have not been heard
from in a century. To do this, scattered records left behind by reform groups will be taken
and pieced together. Like much American historical research, the primary source of
information will be written records. That being said, the historical record is not complete
and the project is limited by the sources that exist either due to chance or intentionality.
The groups being examined in this dissertation tended to be marginalized, which
poses problems when trying to research their past. It is not surprising that the reform
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efforts of wealthier white women have dominated scholarship in their field: simply put,
there are more records of their activities. Inevitably the dissertation will be shaped by
what exists today as well as what happened in the past.
The specific historical documents for this project are roughly half primary source
documents and half secondary sources collected from a myriad of church histories,
denominational histories, and other books and articles on associated topics. Available
sources inevitably limit the content of the dissertation.
One of the most difficult aspects of writing a history of women, particularly
women who were not wealthy or often not even members of the dominant culture, is
finding sources. There were certain groups or societies that kept records themselves or
turned them over to various archives in the state but many records were lost. It is typical
to come across perhaps one or two annual reports (out of decades worth of existence), or
a few meeting minutes for an organization, but the majority would be long missing, if
anything was available at all.
Larger women’s organizations, such as a synod-wide ladies’ aid societies often
have better records, though local chapter records are difficult to impossible to track
down. The glaring exception to this trend are the various orders of Catholic Sisters
around the state of Minnesota. As a group, they had an incredible knack for meticulously
chronicling all their activities and then later writing detailed histories. This account is
greatly indebted to the numerous Sister historians who lovingly crafted histories of their
communities. However, they are the exception, not the rule, when it comes to Minnesota
women’s history.

8
The women of Minnesota participated in this mass movement of reform, but there
has not been any sort of comprehensive examination of women’s activities. Any existing
scholarship on Minnesota women’s reform activities tend to fall in the following
categories: biographies of prominent women in the state, denominational-specific
histories, cause-specific histories (example, history of homeless shelters in Minnesota) or
organizational-specific investigations (example, history of the National Council of Jewish
Women). No historian has come at this project from the perspective of place rather than
the history of a specific denomination or religious movement. Therefore, if one wanted to
read about general women’s reform efforts in Minneapolis he or she would need to look
at Catholic sources, Lutheran sources (generally from a variety of different ethnicities
and synods), Methodist, Jewish, and so on. This dissertation is an attempt to pull the
available sources together and then enhance that narrative with new research.
Another challenge with regard to sources is actually finding sources. While large
organizations, like the Sisters of St. Joseph, have ample sources, many other smaller
groups and clubs do not. Many women tended to work as isolated groups, therefore the
information will likely be spread across many different organizations and much of the
work will be piecing information together to create a cohesive picture. The churches the
women belonged to will be a critical source of information. Documents such as church
newsletters, bulletins, meeting minutes, and women’s missions board notes are central to
this research project. From these records, it is possible to distinguish interests, methods,
and key members of these efforts. Denominational information proves to be useful too,
such as denominational national newsletters and journals. For denominational
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information and activities of churches that have long since closed, the archives of the
various seminaries and colleges in Minnesota were used.
The Minnesota Historical Society (MHS) houses an incredible number of
documents relating to this project. They have a great number of records from various
woman’s organizations such as the Minnesota chapter of the WTCU, the MWSA, and the
Minneapolis Equality Club, just to name a few of the larger ones. They hold books and
articles that directly relate to this project. In addition, MHS holds the largest collection of
materials relating to African American women and churches.
Sources related to Catholic women are housed at monastery archives with
addition information being found at the Basilica of St. Mary’s archives and the Minnesota
Historical Society. The Upper Midwest Jewish Archives, housed at the University of
Minnesota, is an invaluable sources of local Jewish history.
There is no possible way to include every religious organization in Minnesota.
Not only have many vanished from memory, but there simply would not be space to
examine all them. The goal is to include representative sampling of organizations and
women. Even with so much lost, there is plenty to prove that religious women of all
classes, ethnicities, and races were engaged in social reform.
Objectives, Problems, and Research Questions
The four main objectives of this project are to:
1. Create a comprehensive picture of women’s reform efforts in Minnesota around
the turn of the twentieth century.
2. Prove that women of all ethnic and socio-economic classes were engaged in social
reform in Minnesota during the years of study.
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3. Demonstrate that religion was major driver in these reform efforts. Religion also
gave women an opportunity to engage in activities that may have seemed to
overstep appropriate gender roles at the time.
4. Discuss how a woman’s community, religion, and race affect how and when they
emerge into the public sphere.
To accomplish these objectives, I will do extensive research of both primary and
secondary sources in the general area of the project. I will synthesize and analyze that
information into a comprehensive narrative that will address these four objectives.
There are questions that will be used to develop, prove, and support the thesis
statement and main objectives of the project, and to create a comprehensive picture of
what exactly these groups were doing, with whom they were working, and their methods.
The following is a list of questions that will aid in the research and writing process:
1. When did the different groups begin to engage in reform efforts. What prompted
the women to emerge into the public scene?
2. How were immigrant, Catholic, Jewish and African American group methods and
strategies different from each other? How were they the same?
3. What were the relationships these studied groups had with each other?
4. What specific religious beliefs spurred or hindered social reform for these
women?
5. What aspects of religious organizations helped or hindered social reform?
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6. To what extent did women have to break with their own religious traditions to
support social reform efforts? Were there tensions between men and women, or
more specifically clergy and the women?
7. What were the different ways in which urban and rural women engaged in
reform?
8. To whom did the reform groups reach out? Did they reach out to the more
privileged women and/or men?
9. What was male involvement? How did men view the activities? Which reform
activities were men most likely to engage in?
10. How did the social reformers and the working-class women get along? What was
the overlap between working class woman and reform involvement?
11. How did reform efforts change over time?
12. Where the types of activities different in Minnesota compared to other places?

Each of these questions will be discussed in detail in the concluding chapter of the
dissertation.
Dissertation Outline
The dissertation is structured with an introduction, four chapters, and a
conclusion. The first chapter is primarily concerned with background information on the
state of Minnesota. This includes establishment of the state, industries, geography,
immigration, and political and social movements. Following the general information will
be a brief summary of reform activities and organizations that affluent Protestant women
undertook. Included in this section is temperance, suffrage, and some larger
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organizations. The bulk of the research in this section is from secondary sources
summarized and consolidated to give the reader a background picture of what
Minnesotan society was like during the years 1880-1920. This chapter anchors the rest of
the paper to a time and place.
Immigrant Protestant women are the focus of the second chapter. Primarily
concerned with Scandinavians and some Germans, the chapter is heavily focused on
various groups of Lutheran women. It should be noted that there were more than just
Lutheran immigrants at the time, but most others immigrant groups were Catholic or
Jewish; therefore, those groups are discussed in chapters three and four respectively. As a
broad generalization, Protestant immigrants were most concerned with supporting their
congregations, denominations, and had particular interest in healthcare and education.
Chapter three, which is devoted to Catholic women, is divided into two distinct
parts: the works of the various groups of Catholic Sisters and then lay Catholic women
who organized in a number of different church clubs and leagues. There was a surprising
lack of cooperation between the two groups; therefore, the two sections in this chapter are
almost completely independent of each other.
The fourth chapter is concerned with two smaller populations within the state,
Jewish women and African American women. Both groups’ population numbers lag
substantially behind those of immigrant and Catholic women, but both groups contributed
substantially to reform efforts in the state. Their inclusion in the same chapter is more
practical than planned, though there was geographic overlap between both groups since
both were the victims of redlining. The two groups both have a vested in representing and
uplifting their races. Racism and antisemitism was a harsh reality of Minnesota history,
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and each of these two groups faced opposition that immigrant and Catholic women did
not.
The conclusion will synthesize and analyze the research presented in the previous
four chapters and offer general concluding thoughts.

CHAPTER 2
SETTING THE SCENE: HISTORICAL CONTEXT
This first chapter serves largely as a backdrop to the story of Christian and Jewish
women working towards reform efforts, and provides larger context for the women’s
activities that will be fleshed out in the following three chapters. First there will be a brief
description of national trends followed by a more in-depth look at Minnesota history
focusing on industries and relevant political topics. This chapter will examine the various
regions, industries, ethnic and religious makeup, and general history of Minnesota,
primarily through the years 1880-1920. How did these external factors affect women in
the state, and how did these factors, in turn, push women to engage in their communities
through social reform efforts? Ethnicity, socio-economic conditions, and location all
affected how and why women engaged in reform. The chapter ends with a section
highlighting significant movements and organizations created and run by women who
were included in the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant consensus.
The years between 1880 and 1920 were a time of immense change for the United
States and Minnesota was no exception. Nationwide, it was a time of industrialization,
urbanization, and massive immigration. By the mid-1880s, approximately half a million
immigrants were arriving in the United States every single year. That number continued
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to rise until immigration was slowed to a near halt during the First World War.1 Industrial
technologies plus the large increase in immigrants and migrants to the North created “the
ideal conditions for new American industries.”2
What resulted from this immigration, urbanization, and industrialization was an
increase in societal divide between those who had wealth and those who did not. Poor
immigrant families resided in slums in major cities across America. Women and children
were crowded in unsafe sweatshops. A slew of other social problems came to the surface
(all already present in society but exacerbated by the urban setting): alcoholism, racism,
poverty, prostitution, childhood delinquency, and lack of access to medical care, just to
name a few.
When society was bogged down with social woes, people, especially women, rose
to meet the needs. By 1880, women had improved their social position substantially.
Many women were now comfortable organizing groups and acting in leadership roles.
The first women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls was held in 1848—in the thirty years
that followed the insistence for equal rights had shifted from being radically liberal to
more acceptable by many Americans. A turning point for women’s organization
happened in 1874 with the creation of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union
(WCTU), which in time would become the most influential women’s organization in the
country. Francis Willard, an absolute powerhouse in regards to her influence on late
nineteenth-century America, served as an example to women across the country. As

1

Christopher H. Evans, The Social Gospel in American Religion (New York: New York
University Press, 2017), 26.
2

Evans, The Social Gospel in American Religion, 26.
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president of the WCTU she pushed the organization to support both universal suffrage
and economic justice. Her brilliance was making the appeal to a massive number of
conservative Christian women that suffrage was their concern. Willard did not try to
deconstruct the gender roles of the time. Quite to the contrary, she used those gender
roles to push for political and societal reform. That is one marked feature of many of the
women’s groups during the late nineteenth century/early twentieth century—the women
were not necessarily fighting against established gender roles. They were often merely
expanding their own feminine sphere of influence. This concept of keeping traditional
gender roles but expanding the boundaries of what constituted proper women’s activities
would become a key feature of Minnesotan female organization. The national stage was
set to encourage local women to organization and their entrance into politics.
Minnesota
Minnesota presents a unique setting for an examination of female-led social reform
efforts. Unlike Boston or New York which already had hundreds of years of history and
culture behind it by the turn of the twentieth century, Minnesota was still forming
socially, politically, and culturally. It was 1837 before any part of the Minnesota territory
was open for settlement,3 and it was not until 1858 that it became a state.4 The young
state faced numerous challenges in the early days including a financial crisis, the
American Civil War, and Minnesota’s war with the Dakota Nation. However, by 1880,
the state was a diverse but stable place. With its fertile farm land, timber, mining, and
3
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various other industries, Minnesota became a destination for both migrants from within
the Unites States and a destination for immigrants from other countries.
Minnesota Regions and Industries
Large numbers of people migrated to Minnesota during the nineteenth century.
Earliest settlers tended to be from other regions of the United States and Canada, but
quickly Minnesota also began to receive European immigrants. The economic promises
of the new territory, then state, were the primary driver behind the influx of people. There
were three main industries in Minnesota in the nineteenth/early twentieth century:
farming, logging and mining. These regions were all connected by a web of railroads by
1880.
Women were not the ones moving to Minnesota for logging or mining jobs; they
moved here along with male relatives and spouses. In farming, unlike logging or mining,
everyone helped out, including women. Whether women lived in a farming community or
an urban metropolis or a mining or lumber region, their outlook on life would have been
different. However, each one of these three industries were driving forces in both
establishing Minnesota as a place and bringing new people to populate the young state.
Looking at the economic and immigration benefits is important; however, another
important factor in considering these three industries is to look at the “social evils” each
one of these industries brought to the state. Railroad exploitation of farmers surely
affected women living in rural areas, just as the transient and rather raucous lifestyles of
the lumbermen and deforestation affected women living in the timber regions. Each
industry played a role in shaping what society would look like, and how women later
react to it.
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Farming
The lure of cheap land on the frontier cannot be exaggerated. People came from
all over to try their hand at farming the Minnesota land. From the very beginning,
farming was a major industry of the state, wheat and dairy being the most popular, with
wheat being dominant. “In 1878, nearly seventy percent of all the state’s tilled land was
planted with wheat.” Minnesota was the country’s largest wheat producer in both the
1890 and 1900 US Census,5 and by 1890, Minneapolis was the world’s leading flour
producer, in many ways thanks to the wheat production innovations led by Cadwallader
Washburn.6 The wheat industry spurred a host of other industries in Minnesota including:
banking, manufacturing, and food production (cereal and pasta, for example).7
Originally southeastern Minnesota was devoted to wheat production, but by the
1880s, twenty years of one-crop farming and a locust plague pushed farmers into dairy
farming instead.8 With the innovation of the centrifugal separator to separate cream from
skim milk in high volumes, and the introduction of railroads to move the dairy products,
Southeaster Minnesota was able to specialize in butter production. 9
This southeastern society had to move collectively to dairying in order to gain
from these new opportunities.. . . [The] self-governing society the pioneers
formed now became essential to its economy, as its members had to sacrifice
some short-term interests take economic risks in forming cooperatives, obey milk-
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handling and cow feeding rules, participate in tiresome meetings and election, and
trust neighbors to do the same.”10
Minnesota became one of the leading dairy states in the country, a position it still holds.
Women and girls helped run the farms and lived in farming communities. The
rural setting did not stop many women from participating in churches and various
women’s groups associated with their churches. Stories of women riding miles to meet
for a church sewing circle, for example, are frequent. Rural women tended to have
smaller social programs, more centered around their churches, but they too participated in
the spirit of reform of the times.
Logging
Logging was a hugely profitable industry in Minnesota. Women were rarely
resident in the logging camps, but the industry did drive many families to move to
Minnesota. The lumber industry also drove economic growth in milling towns and cities,
especially Minneapolis.
White pine brought the loggers, and it was abundant, primarily in an arc that
swung “southwestward from Duluth through the Snake River area and then westward
across the Rum River south of Mill Lacs before turning north and following the
Mississippi to about Leech Lake.”11 Lumber industries from New England staked claims
in Minnesota early, before the railroads arrived, so they were dependent on rivers to
move the lumber. The first sawmilling town in the state was Marine which was quickly
surpassed in production by Stillwater—both located on the St. Croix River. After the civil
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war Stillwater dominated lumbering, but it had rivals in St. Anthony and Winona. Early
in the lumber years (prior to about 1870) timber companies would set up “State-ofMaine” camps which employed about twenty to thirty men and about the same number of
horses and or oxen. These camps would be close to a river in order to get the logs sent
downstream. By the 1890s short tracks of railroad were being laid in order to get logs
moved farther distances. Lumberjacks were able to move remote trees to riverbanks with
the help of steam powered locomotives.12 Lumber camps grew, employing more men and
providing a regimented lifestyle and better food. Men lived in these logging camps for
about nine months out of the year; the other three months of the year the lumberjacks
returned home or found work in factories in town.13 These lumber camps rarely led to the
establishment of towns since the lumberjacks were generally single and transient with
little interest in setting down and establishing homes, schools, or churches.14
Minnesota logging reached its peak in 1900, when the state produced more than
two billion feet of board. Production steadily fell as dozens of mills closed and
lumberyards increasingly depended on timber for the Pacific Northwest. The lumber
companies knew they were completely depleting the state’s forests, but they simply
continued to do so since there was money to be made. The result was disastrous for the
state; the leveled forests were more susceptible to fire and Minnesota has a sorry history
of disastrous forest fires that led to the destruction of remaining forests and heavy loss of
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lives.15
Mining
The third major industry to be established in the state was mining. There had long
been rumors of mineral wealth in Minnesota. However, it wasn’t until the 1880s that the
Minnesota Iron Company was organized, and the Soudan Mine opened on the south side
of Vermillion Lake. Shortly after the Chandler Mine northeast of Vermillion Lake
opened and the mining town of Ely was founded.16 The success of the Vermillion Range
prompted interest in the nearby Mesabi area. Originally geologists had overlooked the
area because the iron deposits were unusual—the Mesabi range had soft iron ore instead
of hard ore-bearing rocks.17 The mining companies established company towns which
kept out all business but their own. Like the lumber camps, the mining towns were
comprised of mostly men, at some places men outnumbering women 25:10. Nearby
entrepreneurs established saloons and brothels to cater to the miners. The areas were
overcrowded and unsanitary, dysentery and diphtheria as common problems. Needless to
say, the area was not a particularly settled nor moral society. 18 Over time though,
communities were settled. Duluth, for example, was a town heavily dependent on mining
that grew to a good size, and had churches, synagogues, a monastery along with a
community of Sisters, and various Ladies Aid groups, schools, and clubs for women.
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Railroads
The diverse regions of Minnesota were all connected by railroad. When
Minnesota was granted statehood, there was not a single mile of functioning railroad in
the state. Steamboats brought goods and people into St. Paul, but during the winter
months, Minnesota was virtually isolated and labeled an “American Siberia” by some of
the Eastern newspapers.19 It was not until after the Civil War that railroads boomed. At
first rivers remained the primary source of transportation but,
by the1870s—a short decade after its introduction to Minnesota—the railroad had
caught up with the agricultural settlement. Railroads and settlement
complemented each other during those years. Not only were railroads built to
serve farm populations, but farmers, at the same time, located in accordance with
projected or anticipated railroad construction.
By 1880, there were over three thousand miles of railroad track in Minnesota and
all the main lines had been laid.20
The high point of building on virgin land came in the 1880s, as railroads virtually
plotted the course of empire. They no longer threaded their way through
previously settled territory but, instead, now essentially dictated where both
farmland and towns would be located because lands close to railroads were
simply worth much more than those farther away.21
No single person had more influence in Minnesota railroads than a Scots-Irish immigrant
from Canada, James Hill. His railroad empire ruled the Saint Paul economy, and he
himself became an important, albeit often disliked, figure in the building of Minnesota.22
Hill would also prove an important figure for the Catholic Church, particularly in St.
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Paul.
The railroads provided the necessary transportation for farmers’ goods; however,
the railroads were monopolized and therefore had the ability to set high shipping rates for
the struggling farmers on the frontier. The high shipping prices would lead to many
conflicts between farmers and railroads and also would influence Minnesota politics.
The Twin Cities
While there may have been three major industries in the state, there was a clear
center of commerce, the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul. Combined the cities
had the largest population center in the state with rapid growth between 1880 and 1920.
In 1880, the combined population was 88,360 people (Minneapolis: 46,887; St. Paul:
41,473) making up a little over ten percent of the state’s population.23 However by 1920
the combined population had ballooned to 615, 280 (Minneapolis: 380,582; St. Paul:
234,698), making up about twenty-five percent of Minnesota’s total population.24
Although the two cities grew up right next to each other, they could not have been
more different. St. Paul, original named Pig’s Eye after a notorious whiskey trader, was
founded first.25 The city had an early and lasting Catholic influence, and Catholics in St.
Paul never endured the discrimination often found in other American cities. By the time
the first Protestant church was built in 1848, the Catholic dominance in the city was well
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established.26 As far as industry went, St. Paul focused on wholesale goods and railroads
which brought buyers and retailers to town. St. Paul was the home of “eight hundred
saloons and a ‘lively nightlife’ to help attract the men away from home.” 27 St. Paul was
the seat of Minnesota government, though Minneapolis became the more populated city,
a fact the residents of St. Paul did not appreciate.28
In comparison, St. Anthony Falls was first a sawmilling town and then an
important flour milling city. A host of other industries sprang up in Minneapolis to
supply the mills with various products. Professional and service business developed
around the mills, such as banks, law offices, and printers.29 Minneapolis was culturally
different from St. Paul. Early immigrants to the city were surprisingly homogenous:
white and Protestant, mainly from New England.30 Over time, Minneapolis became more
diverse. African American and Jewish populations, for example, eventually grew larger
than their St. Paul counterparts.
Industry Conclusion
All the industries in Minnesota were essential in bringing people into the state and
then supporting the state financially. However, while there were extensive benefits to
having each of the industries in the state, there were downsides as well, often in the form
26
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of oppression, exploitation, and the exacerbation of social evils. For example, the wages
brought in by the lumber industry fueled the economy, but deforestation led to horrific
fires that cost many lives. The transient lifestyle of the lumber workers led to an increase
in alcohol consumption and a rise in prostitution. The blossoming population of the Twin
Cities led to all the societal problems associated with large cities. Issues like these will
troubled Minnesota women and drove them to work for social reform.
Ethnic Makeup and Religious Affiliation of Minnesotans, 1880-1920
After looking at the major industries that brought people into the state, it is
appropriate to look at who indeed moved to Minnesota during these early years. The
ethnic makeup of the state can be roughly broken into three rather heterogenous groups of
peoples. Many of the earliest migrants to Minnesota were “Old-Stock Americans.” This
group, hailing from other states out East, dominated culture and government in the state’s
earliest years. The second group were the immigrants from foreign lands tempted to seek
fortunes in the new frontier; Germans and Scandinavians dominated this second group,
though they were far from the only foreigners coming to Minnesota. The third group are
people of color, which overwhelmingly meant African Americans and Native American
during 1880-1920. Native Americans had, of course, been the first residents of the land
that would become Minnesota. However, once the other groups moved to Minnesota,
Native history is dominated by the loss of land, conflict, and subsequent oppression by
the new settlers. African Americans, on the other hand, came to Minnesota for many
similar reasons to the other groups of migrants. Prior to the Civil War, Minnesota also
became a destination for escaped slaves looking for a life of freedom in the new Northern
land.
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What follows serves as background information on the various groups of people
who populated Minnesota; it also serves as important information for the chapters what
follow this one. The remaining chapters focus on immigrant women (chapter two),
Catholic women (chapter three), Jewish women and women of color (chapter four). A
basic examination of these groups, their arrival, settlement patterns, religious affiliation,
and interactions, etc., is critical in understanding why and when certain women began to
organize and what types of activities in which they decided to engage.
Old-Stock Americans
The term “Old-Stock Americans” refers to white citizens whose families had
resided in North America for a number of generations. While these families would have
originally hailed from various European lands, their identity was firmly American. It is
an imperfect term to describe a large number of rather heterogeneous people. While there
was beginning to be a national character to America in the mid-nineteenth, regional
difference was striking between various groups of Americans (arguably it is still
striking). Old Stock Americans represent a majority of Minnesota’s first transplant
residents. The vast majority of these Old-Stock American who came to Minnesota in the
early years were from New England, New York, and the Great Lakes area (seventy-nine
percent of Old-Stock Americans in Minnesota hailed from New England and New York
in 1860, for example), and these groups brought their previous regional culture and
values.31 The New Englanders in particular brought a distinct “Yankee” culture, central to
which was their Puritan ethics, love of education and literacy, and social reform. Not only
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did these Yankees have a distinct culture, but they were aware of it, and actively worked
to transport their culture out west.32 They nicknamed Minnesota the “New England of the
West.”33
Many of these New Englanders and New Yorkers were drawn to Minnesota
because of the fertile lands. The many migrants from Maine though were drawn by the
lumber industry. The American lumber industry had begun in the Northeast back in the
seventeenth century and had slowly spread west as forests were cut down. Minnesota was
the end of the great forests, before the start of the great plains. By the time the lumber
industry had finally made the move to the Pacific Northwest, a majority of the “Mainites”
had settled into Minnesota, either farming or working in other trades, and stayed.34
Old-Stock Americans dominated migration to the state early, but then their
numbers tapered off. Minnesota became known less as the New England of the West and
more as a New Scandinavia. That being said, their influence was strong—stronger than
their numbers would suggest. They tended to be more educated and wealthier than other
residents of the state. Fourteen of the eighteen earliest state governors were either born or
descended from Easterners.35 “The Yankees and New Yorkers appeared to be fairly
evenly distributed around the then-settled state. Numerically, however, they were quite
heavily concentrated in the southeastern counties.”36
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Old-Stock Americans were responsible for building much of the infrastructure of
the young state, establishing schools and churches. An early group of women from New
England created the Ladies’ Society for the Promotion of Education at the West in order
to bring female teachers out West to teach, clearly demonstrating their desire to educate
the children in the new state.37
Religion was an important part of many Old Stock Americans’ lives, and they
brought numerous Protestant denominations: Presbyterian, Congregationalist,
Episcopalians, Methodist, and Baptist. There was a Presbyterian presence in the state as
early as 1834 when two Connecticut natives came to preach to the Dakota peoples. The
Methodists and the Episcopalians quickly followed. Congregationalist and Presbyterians
churches tended to appeal to Old-Stock Americans, even ones that may have had roots in
other denominations. Methodists and Baptists, in comparison, were much more
successful at converting other immigrant groups arriving in the state. There were small
groups of Christian Science, Unitarians, and Universalists concentrated in the
Minneapolis and St. Paul.38
Immigrants
Old Stock Americans dominated early migration to Minnesota, but by 1880 most
settlers to Minnesota were foreign born. Minnesota had a high percentage of immigrants
during the years examined in this dissertation, nearly three-quarters of the state’s
population. Immigration to Minnesota was encouraged from about the time that
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Minnesota was organized as a territory in 1849. By the 1860s the government and the
railroads were cooperating in order to entice people to come.39 Pamphlets and books
extolling Minnesota’s natural resources, restorative climate, and free schools (thanks to
the efforts of the New Englanders) were published and distributed both in the United
States and in Europe.40 One such railroad pamphlet describes Minnesota as an absolute
paradise:
The whole surface of the State is literally begemmed with innumerable lake.. . .
Their picturesque beauty and loveliness, with their pebbly bottoms, transparent
waters, wooded shores and sylvan associations, must be seen to be fully
appreciates.. . . The assertion that the Minnesota climate is one of the healthiest in
the world, may be broadly and confidently made . . ..41
One of the major obstacles to overcome in enticing immigrants was the general belief that
Minnesota was a sort of “American Siberia.” To combat this perception, immigration
boosters emphasized the health benefits to living in a northern climate. While diseases
like malaria and yellow fever indeed were not found in Minnesota, the claim that the
Minnesota climate could cure kidney disease, eye infections, stomach problems, fevers,
among many others, are dubious at best.42
With the harsh Minnesota winters, it is not surprising that the state began to focus
immigration efforts in places that had similar climates. In 1855, the territorial legislature
passed an act creating a position for a commissioner of emigration, and in 1867 a Board
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of Immigration was created. Believing that recruiting Scandinavian immigrants would
prove most successful, a Swedish immigrant by the name of Hans Mattson was
established as commissioner. 43
Scandinavian Immigration
The efforts to entice Scandinavians to Minnesota were incredibly successful. By
1910, there were nearly 600,000 Scandinavian immigrants, which made up nearly fortypercent of the entire population of the state. The term Scandinavian refers to Swedes,
Norwegians, Danes, but most Scandinavian immigrants to Minnesota were Swedes and
Norwegians.
The Swedish
There was a Swedish presence in Minnesota from the very beginning. The flow of
Swedish immigrants was not always steady—in fact, four distinct waves of immigration
can be identified between the settling of the Minnesota territory and 1920.44 Early
Swedish settlements in Minnesota include Chisago Lakes, Scandia in Washington
County, Vasa in Goodhue county, and Union Colony (originally called Oscar’s
Settlement) near the town of Carver, all founded before Minnesota gained statehood in
1858.45 All these areas are located in the southeastern portion of the state, all within fairly
close proximity to the Twin Cities. Many of these first immigrants were full family units.
A much larger flood of immigrants from Sweden began in the 1860s. “Almost
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135,000 Swedes left their homes for the Unites States between 1863 and 1877, nearly
40% of them leaving in 1868 and 1869 after severe crop failures brought widespread
hunger.”46 Through the Homestead Act millions of acres of land became available to new
settlers, which appealed to these new Swedish arrivals. The lumber industry appealed as a
source of income for new immigrants as well. Transportation routes now made
Minneapolis and St. Paul easily accessible—new immigrants could take the railroads
from out east to Chicago, then they were able to take either the Mississippi, or after the
railroads connected Chicago to Minnesota, another railway into the state. Plus, there were
already other Swedes living in the state which would certainly have been a benefit to new
immigrants.47
The railroads drove the second wave of Swedish settlements, both in providing
wages to new immigrants, but also making new areas of the state easily accessible. As
the railways expanded through the Minnesota prairie, the communities of Sveadahl
(Watonwan County), Comfrey (Brown County), Dunnell (Martin County), Louriston
(Chippewa County), Balaton (Lyon County), and Worthington (Nobles County) were
established.48 Though the major concentration of Swedish settlement was not on the
prairie (which was nothing like the landscape of their homeland) but “rather along the
boundary between the prairie and the timber-clad moraine, a course followed by the main
line of the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad.” Swedish settlements along this line include:
Stockholm-Cakato, Litchfield and Swede Grove (Meeker County), and Atwater, Lake
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Elizabeth, New London, and Mamre (Kandiyohi Count).49 Some new immigrants also
migrated to the already established Swedish communities, like Chisago Lakes.
The third wave of Swedish immigration was huge. Nearly 475,000 Swedes left
their homeland between 1880 and 1893.50 These immigrants tended to be younger and
unmarried. Minnesota was the destination for about 60,000 of these Swedish immigrants,
thus making Minnesota the state with the most Swedish-born residents in the US. Unlike
the earlier waves of immigration where the majority of people settled in rural areas, fortyfive percent of these immigrants settled in Minneapolis or St. Paul. Not only were the
cities attracting new immigrants, but they were also luring first and second wave
immigrants who had originally settled in more rural areas.51 Both men and women
migrated to the cities. It was not unusual for a young Scandinavian woman to take jobs in
the city away from their families often living on farms—often working as domestics or
other low paying jobs. Boarding houses run by charitable organizations sprang up in
order to house these young women, who could not afford regular housing on their meager
wagers. These boarding houses acted as a home and substitute family for many young
immigrant women.
The fourth wave of immigration (1900-1913) was smaller than that of the third
wave, and the immigrants were now overwhelmingly young and single. They also almost
all already had relatives in the US. The majority of this group settled in Minneapolis and
St. Paul, which contained the second largest urban population of Swedes in the country
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(following Chicago).52 St. Paul had the earliest Swedish immigrants, often congregating
around Phalen Creek in the little shanty-town called Swede Hallow. However,
Minneapolis had more Swedish immigrants, seventy percent of the Twin Cities
population in 1910. The largest Swedish settlement in Minneapolis was in the CedarRiverside area, which eventually moved down into the Powderhorn, Seward, and
Longfellow neighborhoods. There was another sizable community in Northeast
Minneapolis concentrated around the flour mills and breweries.53
Religiously, the majority of Swedish immigrants in Minnesota were Lutheran,
though there were also some Swedish Baptists and some Swedish Methodists. There were
already plenty of Lutheran churches in America when Swedish immigrants arrived, but
like many other immigrants, Swedes wanted to attend churches that spoke Swedish and
had traditions familiar to them. There were Swedish Lutheran churches established early
in Minnesota history—by 1855 there were already churches in St. Paul, Scandia, Vasa,
Red Wing, and Center City;54 these churches were associated with the Lutheran General
Synod. In 1860, Swedish and Norwegian immigrants broke with the General Synod and
founded the Scandinavian Evangelical Augustana Lutheran Synod in Jefferson Prairie,
Wisconsin. Ten years later the synod split and the Augustana Evangelical Lutheran
Church (as it was now called) became a solely Swedish denomination.55 The Augustana
Synod established a college in St. Peter, Minnesota in 1862, which enrolled women from
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the very beginning.56 The Augustana Synod had an active synod-wide Ladies’ Aid
Society and numerous local chapters scattered around the state. The Swedish women
were consistently engaged in social reform and had an impressive record of providing a
variety of services, missionaries, and support for their churches.
There were a significant number of Swedish Baptists in Minnesota during the
nineteenth century as well. In fact, there were forty-nine different Swedish Baptist
congregation by 1892.57 Bethel Union Theological Seminary which was founded in
Chicago in 1871 was moved to Minnesota in 1914 to educate Swedish Baptist pastors.58
Norwegians
The other major group from Scandinavia was the Norwegians. The first
Norwegians came to Minnesota in the 1850s from Wisconsin. “By 1880 numerous
settlements dotted a block of counties—Houston, Fillmore, Goodhue, Freeborn, Mower,
Dodge, Rice, Faribault, Stelle, and Waseca—which became the first major concentration
of Norwegians in Minnesota.”59 Personal letters and encouragement to come to
Minnesota drove much of the immigration. Between 1825 and 1928, around 850,000
Norwegians immigrated to the United States, and more Norwegians were headed to
Minnesota than any other state. Norway was plagued by famine, large population growth,
and economic changes. Jobs were limited and many Norwegians opted to try their luck in
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this new land of opportunity that they had read so much about in letters.
Most early Norwegians immigrants who came to Minnesota settled in more rural
areas desiring to keep a more traditional way of life.60 These early immigrants tended to
consist of entire family units—in the 1850s, for example, thirty-two percent of all
Norwegians emigrants were children.61 There tended to be a “three-stage chain
migration” sequence to Norwegian settlement. The first stage was immigrants coming to
America then writing letters home telling people of their fortunes in America. More
Norwegians would come over until the first-stage settlements filled up and newcomers
would head out further west, creating a new settlement. Eventually immigrants would
come to the younger second stage settlements directly (often at the encouragement of
friends and family already settled in the area—sometimes with prepaid tickets bought in
the Unites States).62
Early Norwegian immigration to the state tended to be rural (especially in western
and southern Minnesota, though there were Norwegians in all major agricultural
regions),63 but that would change over time. By the 1890s, the Norwegian immigrants
were more likely to settle in cities. During the 1890s and the early 1900s Minneapolis
received the most Norwegian immigrants in the country. These immigrants tended to be
young and single and overwhelming male. In fact, many immigrants during these years
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had no intention of staying, and some eventually did indeed head back to Norway.64
Between 1885 and 1895 the number of Norwegians living on farms decreased and
Norwegians living in towns and cities increased—Norwegians were becoming more
urbanized, like many other ethnic groups at the time. One interesting aspect of urban
Norwegian settlement is that tended to integrate more with other ethnic groups than other
groups—especially Swedes and Finns. Many of the clubs and groups they were
associated with tended to be Scandinavian instead of soley Norwegian.65
Norwegian immigrants were overwhelmingly Lutheran, but that certainly did not
make them united in their beliefs. Norwegian immigrants in Minnesota, as elsewhere in
the United States, were divided religiously—at one point having five different Norwegian
Lutheran synods. The first synod to be established in the United States was the Eielsen
Synod in 1846, a fiercely pietistic synod, heavily influenced by the Norwegian reformer
Hans Neilsen Hauge. Another early synod was the more liturgical Norwegian Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America in 1853, which was most closely associated with the
Lutheran state church in Norway. Norwegians formed the Scandinavian Augustana
Synod with the Swedes in 1860, but they split in 1870. While the Swedes continued
united in the Augustana synod, the Norwegians who left formed two different groups, the
Norwegian-Danish Augustana Synod and the Conference for Norwegian-Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. In 1876, the first Norwegian Lutheran
denomination, the Eielsen Synod, split into the Eielsen Synod and the Hauge Synod.66
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Immigrant women formed Ladies’ Aid groups in all of the Norwegian Lutheran synods,
though some were quicker to form than others generally depending on how conservative
the denominations were. Norwegian women were particularly successful in establishing
homes for the elderly.
Germans
Germans accounted for the largest segment of the immigrant population with
396,859 foreign-born and second-generation Germans by 1910, making up 26.7% of the
population of the state.67 However, this was far from a homogeneous group. In fact, even
defining who is a German immigrant is somewhat difficult due to the frequent shifting of
German borders in the late nineteenth century. There is also the issue of the sheer number
of Germans who came to the Unites States. German migration started in the late
seventeenth century and continued for the next three hundred years—the only country
that had more people come to the United States was Great Britain.68 Religiously,
Germans were divided. There were German Catholics, German Lutherans, German Jews,
and Germans who belonged to a variety of other Protestant denominations such as
Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians. Even the Minnesota-German Lutherans were
divided into six different synods by 1882.69 Like elsewhere in the United States,
Minnesota Germans represented a variety of backgrounds: regionally, economically,
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religiously, and economically.70
By 1900 there were Germans settled in every single county in Minnesota.
However, they were particularly dominant in the New Ulm area and Stearns County.
New Ulm was unique not only because it had a significant population of Germans, but
also because diverse German backgrounds and religions coexisted there. The city had
Protestant, Catholic, and freethinking Germans. Stearns County, in contrast, was
dominated by German Catholics. Bishop Joseph Cretin of St. Paul had requested support
from the Order of St. Benedict to meet the territory’s need of German speaking priests
and nuns. The Benedictines monks secured 1,280 acres around Sagatan Lake in 1864, the
future site of St. John’s University and abbey. In 1857, four Benedictine nuns and two
postulants arrived in St. Cloud to teach German Catholic children in the area. Later, the
sisters were invited by St. John’s parish to establish a school—this would become the
College of St. Benedict, a four-year liberal arts college.71
The Twin Cities had a large concentration of German immigrants, though St. Paul
consistently had larger numbers than Minneapolis. Like elsewhere, there was great
diversity among the Twin Cities German population. They worked in a variety of
different trades, and the Germans had higher numbers of skilled laborers than other ethnic
groups at the time. They were known for their brewing of beer and owning of saloons.
For example, in the 1870s Germans had 121 out of the 187 liquor licenses issued to
foreign-born residents in St. Paul.72 This put many German immigrants in opposition to
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the many religious groups actively fighting for temperance.
Irish
The total number of Irish immigrants to Minnesota was relatively small compared
to the Scandinavians and the Germans, but their legacy is felt particularly strongly in
certain areas, such as St. Paul, which makes them a point of interest in this study. Their
influence was particular strong due to their early migration to the state. In 1860, there
were 11,838 Irish-born residents, roughly twelve percent of the state’s population; a
sizable minority to be sure, however, by 1890 they made up only six percent of the total
population. Southeastern Minnesota, especially around the rivers Minnesota and
Mississippi had the largest Irish populations, with sixty-five percent of the state’s Irish
population in 1870.73
One particularly interesting intersection of religion and immigration worth noting
was John Ireland’s colonizing program designed to bring Irish immigrants to Minnesota.
In 1876, almost immediately after he became bishop, Ireland established the Catholic
Colonization Bureau of St. Paul with Dillion O’Brien, editor of the Northwestern
Chronicle. Between 1876 to 1879 Ireland contracted for a total of 369,000 acres in
southwestern and west-central Minnesota. This endeavor was seen positively by all
parties involved. Settlers were able to obtain farm land near Catholic churches. The
railroads gained money for the land sales and the farmers using their services, while the
Catholic Colonization Bureau was able to earn a ten percent commission and the
satisfaction of Catholics settling in to the Minnesota landscape. While the number of
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people who immigrated through this program was never huge, it was considered one of
the most successful colonization programs in the country.74
No examination of Irish Minnesotans would be complete without a look at the
strong influence of the Irish on St. Paul. In 1860, St. Paul was twenty-six percent Irish,75
but by 1910, it had dropped to just under eight percent. Still, St. Paul continued to be an
“Irish town.” There was a tendency for the Irish to enter into St. Paul law and politics.
They made up thirty percent of the foreign-born lawyers and held fifteen percent of
government jobs in 1900, but a much larger number, fifty-three percent of St. Paul Irish
were unskilled labor. At the same time, the Irish were fairly evenly dispersed throughout
the city. Many had managed to climb the social ladder, in the much more fluid socialclass structure of St. Paul (at least compared to the rigid Minneapolis). The role of John
Ireland in supporting his countrymen into roles of prominence cannot be overestimated.
James Hill, with his Irish Catholic wife, was a considerable champion for the Irish in the
city as well.76 Irish women were overwhelmingly Catholic, and their entrance into social
reform efforts was later than many other groups. This was mainly due to hesitation of the
church leadership to let women form their own clubs and leagues. The Temperance
cause, however, was a major factor in pushing Irish women into social reform in the late
nineteenth
century.
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Catholic Women
A great many of Catholic residents of Minnesota were indeed immigrants. These
Catholic immigrants tended to settle in ethnic neighborhoods and establish ethnic
parishes. However, their Catholicism united this heterogenous group, and by the
beginning of the twentieth century, the time when lay Catholic women were actively
forming women’s groups, there was a higher level of cooperation between the different
ethnic groups. The various orders of Catholic Sisters in the state also tended to have a
variety of ethnic backgrounds. Examining women’s groups based on their Catholicism
versus country of origin, although imperfect, makes more sense for this examination.
The Catholic Church has played a role in Minnesota history from the very
beginning. “Never marginalized as it was in eastern cities, Catholicism was welcomed
here by Catholics and Protestants alike though for quite dissimilar reasons.”77 The St.
Paul Diocese was established in 1851, seven years before statehood was achieved.78 The
bishop brought nuns from the Order of Saint Joseph to St. Paul in the 1850s, and they
became engaged in caring for orphans and running a hospital.79 More will be written on
the history and role of the Catholic Church in chapter three.
African American Women
Admittedly Minnesota had a relatively small population of African Americans in
the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century compared with many of the other
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groups studied. That being said, there was a consistent African American presence in the
state, and there is a rich history to be told.
When Minnesota was organized as a territory there were forty African Americans
recorded in the territory’s first census; thirty of them lived in the city of St. Paul. The
earliest recorded account of African Americans in the Minnesota area was a man named
Pierre Bongo living in the area in the late nineteenth century; Bungo Township and
Bungo Brook in Cass County are named after his family. In the 1820s and 1830, there
were African slaves brought to Fort Snelling, included in this group were Dred and
Harriet Scott (of the famed Supreme Court case) who spent two years at Fort Snelling
which led to Dred’s attempt to sue for his freedom.80
In the 1840s and 1850s, African Americans continued to migrate to the Minnesota
territory (both freedmen and slaves seeking freedom in the North). In 1868, Minnesota
became one of the first states in the nation to give African American men the vote (two
years before the Fifteenth Amendment granted national suffrage to African American
men). The next year the state abolished segregation in the public schools.81 Not
surprisingly the state’s African American population grew relatively quickly. Jobs and
land appealed to these new settlers. However, unlike other groups of migrants to
Minnesota, the African American population was overwhelmingly urban, and St. Paul
was the early center of the African American community.82 One issue that plagued the
early group of Minnesota African Americans was gender imbalance. According to
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Taylor, “by 1910, there were 146 males aged fifteen and older for every 100 females in
the same age group in Minneapolis, but St. Paul still had 166 men to 100 women. Only
44 percent of eligible Black Minneapolis males over the age of 15 were married.” African
Americans tended to be forced into certain neighborhoods in both cities, and
overwhelmingly they rented their places of residence.83
The Twin Cities were mildly affected by the massive migration of African
Americans from the South to the North at the beginning of the twentieth century. St.
Paul’s population grew modestly from 3,144 to 3,376 between 1910 and 1920.
Minneapolis had a more significant jump from 2,592 to 3,927 during the same time. In
comparison, the African American population in Detroit grew 611 percent during the
same time period.84
Faith played a large role in the lives of nineteenth-century African American
Minnesotans. There were a number of prominent churches established in the Twin Cities
by African American citizens before the turn of the twentieth century. Pilgrim Bapists in
St. Paul became a focal point for the community. Two churches by the name of St. James,
African Methodist Episcopal, were established, one in St. Paul and another in
Minneapolis. There was also an all-African American Catholic congregation formed with
the help of Archbishop John Ireland, St. Peter Claver Catholic Church, built in 1892.
These churches will be examined in more detail in chapter four.
The only other sizable population of African Americans in Minnesota was in
Duluth. In 1870 there were a mere twenty-two African Americans living in the city. The
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numbers slowly grew, with 220 in 1890 and 385 in 1895. The number stayed relatively
stable until the latter part of the twentieth century. Unlike the Twin Cities population, the
male to female ratio was more even. Despite the small numbers, Duluth became the
notorious sight of Minnesota’s only lynching in 1920, and therefore a focal point for
African American reform efforts.85
In 1890 Duluth got its first African American church: St. Mark’s Episcopal
Church founded by Reverend Richard Taylor. There were also a handful of civic
organizations. In 1895, Duluth had its own African American newspaper, called the
World, with subscribers in Duluth, nearby Superior, and the Twin Cities. A second
newspaper was launched in 1905 by Henry Williams.86
Native Americans
The story of Native American in Minnesota is overwhelmingly one of loss of
lands and conflict with white settlers. They were not a group that was actively engaged in
social reform efforts, but were rather subjected to numerous attempts to convert and
“civilize” them by a number of other government programs and religious missions. A
brief background on the Native American in Minnesota provide necessary context for
interactions between women’s groups and the tribes. The background also provides
context for why Native American women were largely left out of the reform impulse that
dominated so many other groups of women in the state.
Prior to 1837, almost all the land in that is now Minnesota belong to the Dakota
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and the Ojibway tribes.87 Within the next thirty years much of the land had been
transferred to the US government through a series of treaties in order to sell to white
settlers. In general, the terms were unfavorable to the Native Americans, and results for
the tribes in the long run were catastrophic.
In 1862, the Dakota attacked white settlements in the Minnesota River Valley in
an attempt to drive them out. This resulted in a short two-week war between Minnesota
and the Dakota, which would affect relationships between the two groups for decades. In
the end, about 500 white settlers were killed and there was widespread destruction of
property. A violent backlash followed, and thirty-eight Dakota were executed in what
would be the largest mass execution in US history. Following the war, many settlers
wanted to see all Native Americans either removed or killed. The Dakota, for the most
part either fled the state, or were exiled to a reservation in South Dakota. Their
population dropped to only 374 Dakota in the state in 1866, further to only 349 in 1880,
scattered throughout the state.88
The Ojibway avoided an all-out war with the state of Minnesota, but they
nevertheless suffered the loss of their land and were relegated to reservations. After 1871,
the US government rarely made treaties with Native Americans. They would instead
enacted legislation in congress dealing with the Native American without their input.
Over the years the meager reservations were made smaller and smaller to sell more land
to white settlers. Tensions were often high between Natives and settlers. Most of the
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Ojibway were living either on the White Earth Reservation, Point Leech Lake
Reservation, or the Red Lake Reservation. The Ojibway population was much higher
than the Dakota, the population numbers hovering around 10,000 at the turn of the
twentieth century.89
The Native Americans in Minnesota were isolated on reservations, a factor that
led to a depressed economy and little access to outside income. There was little migration
to larger cities, with less than 600 Natives living in the Twin Cities in 1950, so there was
often little interaction between Native women and the other groups of women in the
state.90 There were exceptions, and there were numerous points of contact between
Native women and Catholic Sisters in particular—those interactions were dominated by
Catholic Sisters acting as teachers for the Native populations. In the case of the
Benedictines in St. Cloud, the Sisters were paid by the US government as part of their
reeducation programs. Considering all the aforementioned information, it is not
surprising that Native women were largely left out of this reform impulse in which many
other Minnesota were actively participating.
Jewish Women
Jewish women were some of the most active groups of women in the state. They
organized early and accomplished much despite consistently small relative population
numbers. The first Jewish settlers to Minnesota arrived in the 1850s. While their faith
bound the Jewish migrants in one sense (religious disagreements were plenty), there were
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few other similarities. Jewish settlers came from a variety of countries and spoke
different languages. The earliest Jewish settlers came from the eastern and southern US
or Central Europe, mostly the German lands. Echoing larger immigration trends at the
time, later Jewish settlers were more likely to have originated in Russia, Poland, Belarus,
Ukraine, Romania, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, or the Baltics.91
Unlike many of the new settlers to the Minnesota territory, early Jewish settlers
tended to be financially stable, most being able to join the middle class upon arrival.
These early settlers were able to establish Minnesota’s first Jewish congregation in St.
Paul in 1856 named Mount Zion. Although not everyone joined the congregation, just
about everyone utilized the cemetery. It was not until 1878 that a synagogue was
established in Minneapolis, named Shaari Tov, later known as Temple Israel.
Before the year 1880, it is estimated that the population of Jewish Minnesotans
was under 1,000. However, that changed with a rapid influx of Jewish Eastern European
immigrants. In 1900 there were 6,000 Jewish people, a number that grew to 13,000 in
1910 and 31,462 by 1920. There were a few attempts at establishing Jewish farming
communities, but there was little success in the endeavor, and most Jewish settlers lived
in cities.92 By 1900, there were three major Jewish residential areas in St. Paul, with a
total population hovering around 5,000. The wealthiest group settled on the bluffs
overlooking the State Capitol. The Eastern European group tended to live on the west
side, though many moved to the Selby-Dale neighborhood after achieving more
economic success. In Minneapolis, there were also about 5,000 Jewish residents in 1900.
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The earlier immigrants tended to live near Temple Israel, and the newer immigrants were
congregated around Franklin Ave and 15th Street, and Washington Ave and 5th Street
North. There was also a smaller community in Duluth, and by 1900, there were four
separate synagogues in that city. 93
Jewish women were one of the most socially active groups in the state. Despite
their small overall population numbers, they were able to establish an incredible number
of clubs, social outreaches, and educational resources.
Ethnicity Conclusion
While the aforementioned groups were not the only ones present in late nineteenth
and early twentieth century Minnesota, they were the dominant ones. These are also the
women who tended to be organizing among religious and/or ethnic lines. There is neither
time nor space to examine every single group present in the state, but those provided
made up most the population at the time. These were the groups that had the overall
population numbers that made it possible to even have ethnically or religiously-specific
groups. It is not unreasonable to assume that women of other ethnicities were also
forming ladies aid groups or joining different clubs, though a further examination would
have to include data from other states which goes beyond the scope of this project.
Politics and Reform
With an understanding of who was coming to Minnesota, where they were
settling, and what industries these individuals were working in, it appropriate to examine
how these groups interacted within the political climate of the state. There is a deep
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connection between women’s church activities, temperance, and suffrage, which needs to
be explored. The years 1880-1920 were a high mark for female engagement in social
reform activities; they were also years of rapid political change. Women wanted more
rights; workers wanted more rights; people of color wanted more rights. It was a time for
organization, protests, and progress ending with the tragedy of the First World War, the
victory of universal suffrage, and the promise, but eventual disappointment of
Prohibition. All these outside factors influenced religious women in Minnesota and how
they interacted in their world.
Minnesota Politics: 1880-1899
Prior to 1880, much of Minnesota politics centered around farming. One
significant development during those years was the establishment of the Grange, an
exclusive organization that admitted both men and women, but kept out immigrants.
Technically the organization was not political, but it did discuss politics, and eventually
became more involved in public affairs, such as attacking the railroads when farmers felt
they were being taken advantage of.94 As far as elected officials, early Minnesota politics
was dominated by Republicans, though there were areas of strong Democratic support,
such as in St. Paul and in other cities where the Catholic vote was particularly strong. 95
By the 1880s though, state politics were changing. The relative prosperity of the
early 1880s was replaced by a financial panic in 1883, falling wheat prices, and then the
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eventual collapse of wheat prices in the winter of 1884–1885.96 Minnesota farmers began
to join the Farmer’s Alliance which had replaced the popular Grange (and was more
political than the granges had been) of the 1860s and 1870s. Needing a leader, the
members of the Farmer’s Alliance turned to Ignatius Donnelly, a well-known Minnesotan
politician and Catholic, who at that particular moment, was taking a break from politics
and writing popular fiction. The Alliance was able to woo him back into politics and he
gave the keynote speech in their 1885 convention “denouncing the ‘Miller’s Ring’ that
rigged wheat prices and proposed that the legislature outlaw conspiracies in restraint of
trade.”97
Minnesota farmers weren’t the only people who were discontent in the 1880s.
Another significant shift in the 1880s was that Minnesota was becoming urban. Industry
dominated in the cities, and the cities were being dominated by rich powerful individuals
such as Washburn, Pillsbury, Weyerhaueser, Cargill, and Hill. Early in Minnesota labor
history, the Knights of Labor (which admitted both men and women) advocated for
higher wages and broader changes in society as a result of the harsh working
conditions.98 By 1890, the Knights of Labor were in decline, and the only major labor
organization left was the Knights of Columbus.99 The Farmer Alliance looked to the
Knights of Columbus as natural allies, and they were even invited to the 1886 Alliance
convention. There was even talk of creating a farmer-labor third political party, but
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nothing came of it at the time.100 However, in 1892 the People’s Party was created out of
the national Farmer’s Alliance. Donnelly ran for governor in 1892 as the Populist
candidate but lost to Republican candidate Knute Nelson.101 The Populist Party ended up
fusing with the Democratic Party in Minnesota.
Minnesota Politics 1900-1920
The years from 1900 to 1920 were politically eventful in both Minnesota and the
nation as a whole. The following quote sums up the incredible changes that took place in
twenty years:
In fact, the years that followed from 1900–1920, saw the virtual reinvention of
American government. Among the things that became part of the fabric of
American society at that time were the direct election of senators, an income tax,
strong child labor laws, minimum wage, workmen’s compensation, pure food
laws, regulation or municipal ownership of public utilities, conservation laws, and
improved public health programs. There was a complete overhaul of the banking
and currency system with the establishment of Federal Reserve banks. Finally,
there was woman suffrage and nationwide prohibition of liquor. 102
Progressivism came to replace the old Populist party in Minnesota along with the
rest of the country. Progressivism came to Minnesota in the form of John Lind, a
Democratic Governor (elected in 1898). “He called for the establishment of a state
commission to reform the state’s tax system, in particular to lighten the onerous burden
on property owners and asked specifically for an increase of taxes on railroads. He
suggested improvement in the state support for education and in the care of the mentally
ill. Adopting a Populist idea of involving the people directly in the democratic process, he
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proposed adoption of a direct primary.”103 He clashed with Republicans in the legislature
and he was not able to accomplish any of his goals. He was, however, very popular and
gave the Progressive movement respectability, and several of his reforms were actually
passed after he left office.104 Progressivism truly took hold in Minnesota under the
Democratic governor John A. Johnson who help office between 1904 and his death in
1909. The progressive spirit waned in Minnesota after 1914 with the outbreak of the First
World War.105 Indeed there was a massive shift during the war. Just about every Ladies’
Aid group, women’s leagues, and female-led mission put substantial effort and resources
into supporting the war effort.
Religious Outreach, Temperance, and Suffrage
Women during this era had a variety of ways in which to engage with the world
and a number of causes they held dear. Although an oversimplification, a breakdown of
female efforts into church-related outreaches, temperance clubs, and suffrage is useful.
There are many points in which these three areas overlap and influence each other, but
each holds distinctiveness as well.
There is a common misconception that the only women who were engaging in
social reform were wealthy (or at least middle-class) white women. This belief is false,
however, there is a reason it has been such a common misbelief. Wealthy white
Protestant women are not the only ones to engage in social reform in Minnesota, though
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they were generally the first groups, with the notable the exception of Catholic Sisters, to
engage in a large variety of ministries in the state. These outreaches tended to be more
visible to the public since these women often had more money with which to work and
more political and business connections to sustain their outreaches.
What follows is a brief look at some of the most influential and largest of the
early outreaches in Minnesota. The women who started and ran them are generally
Presbyterian, Methodist, Episcopalian, and sometimes Baptist. These are the women who
have largely received credit for establishing a variety of social services. Their work was
important and there is no attempt to discredit these good works; however, the chapters
that follow will demonstrate that these women were not working alone, and they were not
the only women establishing important outreaches and social services within the state.
Becoming familiar with these efforts do help establish a full picture of what religious
women were doing in Minnesota.
The First Female-led Outreaches in Minnesota
A logical starting place in an investigation into the history of female-led reform in
Minnesota is Harriet Bishop. Bishop arrived in St. Paul in 1847 from Vermont to teach.
Prior to her arrival, New Englanders had been distraught over the lack of teachers.
Teachers were all but nonexistent in Minnesota in 1847, and New Englanders have a long
history of supporting literacy and general education. A group of Congregational women
in Minnesota created an organization called the Ladies’ Society for the Promotion of
Education at the West. Their organizational goal was to “send to the Western States
Competent female teachers of unquestionable piety, belonging to Congregational
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churches in New England.”106 In this case, “the West” certainly means Minnesota. It was
another group though, the National Board of Popular Education, that sent Bishop. The
National Board of Popular Education in Vermont also existed for the specific purpose of
training and sending teachers out West. Bishop was trained as a teacher by Catherine
Beecher (of the famed Beecher family), and she was filling a desperate need for the few
families that lived in the new city of St. Paul.107
Bishop embodies the New England commitment to education, religion,
organization, and social reform. Like other early female teachers, she taught students in
less than ideal surroundings. Her classroom was a “mud-plastered hovel” which had
formerly been a blacksmith shop. She cared about more than education. She established a
Sunday school program, and she was even one of the founders of an early suffrage
society in the state in 1881.108 Bishop arrived in Minnesota when settlers were few, and
the not-yet-major cities were small villages. As time marched on, the population grew,
cities grew, and Christian women were to organize for a variety of purposes.
One of the largest of the early collaborative efforts of Christian women in the
Minneapolis was the Woman’s Christian Association (WCA hereafter). The organization
was associated with a number of churches within Minneapolis. The majority were
Congregational, Presbyterian, Episcopal, Methodist, and Baptist; in their fiftieth annual
report there was a Quaker and a Unitarian Congregation listed as paying membership
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dues as well.109 The WCA and their varied ministries, is a prime example of what the
“Old-Stock American” women were accomplishing early in Minnesota’s history.
The WCA was founded in 1867 by a group of twenty women. Their very first
outreaches were modest—simply taking unchurched to churches and their children to
Sunday school. In 1868 they began supporting the “Industrial School,” which taught
children how to sew and make clothing. A boarding home came next in 1874. A larger
home was built in 1878 and then that second home was enlarged. At that point they could
accommodate forty women. Ten years later, they had to expand the boarding house once
more. In connection to the Boarding House, the WCA created the “Branch” which was a
less expensive transient type of lodging. In 1888, they were able to open the JonesHarrison Home for elderly women. Another interesting mission of note was the women’s
matron for women’s prisoners. The matron’s salary was paid for by the WCA, the
sisterhood of Bethany, the WCTU, and the city of Minneapolis.110
By the fiftieth anniversary of the WCA, the Boarding House was still running at
an annual expense of a little over $28,000.111 The Branch had been renamed to the
Mahala Fisk Pillsbury Home after the Pillsbury family had donated a new building to the
mission. The home could accommodate fifty-six young women in 1917.112 The WCA ran
a total of four different housing departments for women in 1917: the Woman’s Boarding
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Home, the Mahala Fisk Pillsbury Home, Jones-Harrison Home for Girls, Downtown
Branch—Woman’s Hotel.113
Now we turn to a specific type of social outreach which will be revisited
numerous times throughout this investigation: the settlement house. Over time, men and
women of various ethnic and religious backgrounds would create numerous settlement
houses that served different neighborhoods throughout the Twin Cities. A settlement
house is mission, generally in an immigrant community, but not always, created to meet
the specific needs of the surrounding community. Typical settlement house services could
include structured activities for youth (sports, arts and crafts, dances, etc.), daycares,
industrial training programs, kindergartens, support and/or clubs and classes for mothers,
English classes, citizenship classes, etc. The house would often be a tool for
Americanization.114 The employees were often women, and generally wealthy men and
women would sit on the board of directors.
The first and one of the most prominent settlement houses in Minnesota was the
Pillsbury House in Minneapolis, which traces its history back to 1879 when the Plymouth
Congregational Church established a “mission for special work.” Quickly the mission
included a daycare and an industrial program. By 1897 the name was changed to Bethel
Settlement and they were employing the settlement model to their services. In 1906, a
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new building and all its equipment was donated by the Pillsbury family and the name was
changed to the Pillsbury House. Both Pillsbury sons and their wives were active on the
Board. In time, Pillsbury House became a separate entity from the Plymouth Church,
however, many church members also sat on the board.115
Pillsbury House is representative of early missions of white affluent Protestants in
Minnesota. Well connected and wealthy members of society using their own income and
time to support inner-city missions. There was an unquestionable aim to Americanize
immigrant communities, but there was also a genuine concern for low income
neighborhoods that cannot be ignored.
The WCA and Pillsbury House are just two successful organizations around the
turn of the twentieth century. They were chosen as representative examples of the type of
activities in which affluent mainline Protestant women were engaged. They serve as
background information as later chapters dig into the activities of other women around
the state. These missions were highly successful and more than likely served as
inspiration for different and new organizations that arose in subsequent years.
Female-Specific Political Engagement
Minnesota women have always been involved in politics, whether fighting for
Maine laws in the mid-1800s, marching for suffrage in the 1910s, or a variety of other
activities in between. There is limited scholarship written on the topic of women’s reform
activities in Minnesota between the years 1880 and 1920. The majority is concentrated in
the areas of suffrage and temperance, which is not surprising, they were two of the largest
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reform efforts women were tackling at the time. The majority of these political efforts
were spearheaded by Old-Stock Americans, many (but not all) with religious affiliations.
A brief examination of their efforts, particularly in these two areas, does provide helpful
context for the overall project.
Minnesota Suffrage Efforts
Women were active in working for the vote from before Minnesota was even a
state. The best known of the early Minnesota suffragists was Jane Grey Swisshelm who
moved to St. Cloud in 1857 and became the editor of the St. Cloud Visitor and eventually
the owner of the St. Cloud Democrat. She used her journalistic voice to fight for abolition
and suffrage.116 Not all Minnesota women supported universal suffrage. In fact, many
religious women did not joined a suffrage organization and certainly would not have
protested and marched at the capitol. Nonetheless, all women in Minnesota were
benefitting from the progress even if they did not explicitly support it.
An important step in the fight for women’s rights, occurred in 1875 when
Minnesota men amended the state constitution to allow women to vote in school elections
and hold school board positions. The right to vote in political elections, however, was
still far out of reach. In 1881, Minnesota women organized the creation of the Minnesota
Woman Suffrage Association (MWSA), which was affiliated with the more moderate
national suffrage organization American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) formed
in 1869.117 This push for suffrage in Minnesota is significantly later than suffrage efforts
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in the Eastern United States. One significant difference between the beginning of the
suffrage movement in Minnesota is the lack of coordination with the abolition movement.
Nationally, the suffrage movement grew out of the abolition movement. It is not
unreasonable to assume the two movements lacked cooperation in Minnesota due to the
relatively late founding of Minnesota. The Civil War started a mere two years after
Minnesota was granted statehood; therefore, there was little time when the two
movements could have coordinated.
Despite Minnesotans’ late arrival to the suffrage scene, they quickly became
involved in regional and national efforts. The first president of the MWSA was a Duluth
resident Sarah Stearns, who also served on the Duluth school board. In addition to the
MWSA, Stearns organized the Duluth Woman Suffrage Circle which she served as
president of from 1881 to 1883. Stearns remained active in the organizations until she
moved to California in 1884.118 She was replaced by the physician Martha Ripley who
served as president of the MSWA from 1883 to 1889. Ripley was friends with Lucy
Stone, the leader of the national AWSA, and it was most likely through this association
that Minneapolis came to host the AWSA national convention in 1885.119 Ripley did not
stop her activism with the end of her presidency. Among her many accomplishments she
built a hospital for unwed mothers, fought to increase the age of consent for girls from
ten to eighteen in the state, and actively participated in the Women’s Rescue League
which worked to rehabilitate prostitutes.120
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In 1890 Julie B. Nelson, who also worked for the national NWSA as a paid
lecturer, took over the leadership of the MWSA. Nelson was born in Red Wing and
attended college at Hamline College in St. Paul. At the age of twenty-six, a recently
widowed Nelson (who had also lost her only child), moved to the south to teach and work
for racial equality.121 In 1888 she returned to Red Wing and became active in both the
MWSA and the Minnesota chapter of the WCTU. During Nelson’s tenure as president,
she petitioned the Minnesota legislature every single year about a suffrage bill. In 1891 a
bill was written to allow women to vote in municipal elections, but it was postponed
indefinitely. Two years later she worked with Ignatius Donnelley (then with the Populist
Party) and John Day Smith (a Republican) to get it enacted. The bill, which would have
required a certain education qualifications for a woman to vote (the MWSA was not
entirely happy with this stipulation, but they figured it was better than nothing), but the
bill did not even make it on the House calendar.122
In 1898, Minnesota women won a small victory when they were allowed to vote
and serve on library boards. In 1905 women were able to get kindergartens integrated
into the Minneapolis school system. During Governor John A. Johnson’s administration
(1905-1909), the legislature expanded the rights of married women to own property and
enacted a law limiting women to a nine-hour work day. These were small legal victories
though, and the Minnesota legislature refused to even consider a suffrage bill during
these years. In 1911 and 1913 suffrage bills were brought forward, but failed both
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times.123 Following these defeats, there was a renewed push from Minnesota women to
gain the vote.
Clara Ueland led this new push for suffrage. She had been the main leader in the
fight for kindergartens in Minneapolis though the Woman’s Club. Previous to the 1911
and 1913 suffrage defeats she had shown little interest in the movement, but these bills
seemed to have motivated her to action. Ueland proposed a new club that was unique in
nature because it admitted both women and men. Ueland thought it important to show
that the fight for suffrage did not need to create antagonism between the sexes. The club
was named the Political Equality Club of Minneapolis and she was voted president.124
The club’s “intention was to organize Hennepin County by precincts, wards, and
legislative districts, so that it would be ‘thoroughly systematized on political lines.’”125 In
1914 Ueland also took over as president of the MWSA which was in a state of crisis. The
MWSA had four different presidents in the previous four years and had failed to
accomplish any major goal in years. Ueland quickly used her organization skills to set the
MWSA back onto a productive course. She was be the last president of the MWSA,
remaining until the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the vote.126
Temperance
Temperance was an even more popular fight for Minnesota women than suffrage.
There were female-led temperance clubs coming out of just about every religion and
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denomination in the state (with a few notable exceptions). Like many western states,
Minnesota’s founding was intertwined with liquor. Sabine Meyer begins her book on the
Temperance movement in Minnesota with a quote from Mark Twain, who wrote about
the liquor industry in the West:
How solemn and beautiful is the thought that the earliest pioneer of civilization,
the van-leader of civilization, is never the steamboat, never the railroad, never the
newspaper, never the Sabbath-school, never the missionary—but always
whisky!127
At least in the case of Minnesota, Twain’s quote wasn’t much of an exaggeration. In
1838, the small community surrounding Fort Snelling consisted of a collection of
soldiers, fur trappers, and guides, and the whiskey trade was alive and well. The
intoxication was so bad among the soldiers that the fort commander forced all the
civilians away from the fort to curtail excessive drinking. These civilians established
what would become St. Paul.128 Of course, St. Paul eventually became a civilized urban
center, and while its whiskey history was all but forgotten, alcohol continued to be a
considerable problem in both St. Paul and in Minnesota in general. Meyer’s book on
Minnesota Temperance is the only comprehensive examination of the movement in the
state. While an excellent source, the book tends to focus on St. Paul. She does, though,
pay attention to both gender and ethnicity in the battel over alcohol.
The fight against alcohol started early in Minnesota. Recently established New
Englanders and clergy members held a General Territorial Temperance Convention in
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1852 at a Presbyterian Church in St. Paul with the aim of establishing a Maine Law.129
Part of this early emphasis on temperance was to “make Minnesota more attractive for
the right kind of immigrants.” The Maine Law agitation was thus part of a greater project
with the aim to transform Minnesota from a fur-trading hub into an exemplary territory
that would attract law-abiding and industrious settlers, ideally from a middle-class
background and of Anglo-American ancestry.130 The Territorial House of Representatives
wrote up the “Act for the Restriction of the Sale of Intoxicating Liquors within the
Territory of Minnesota” which would prohibit (beginning in 1852) the production and
sale of all alcohol except in a few cases, such as alcohol for medicinal or mechanical
purposes. Not only did the law pass in the House, but it was voted on and passed by the
citizens in the territory. It was deemed unconstitutional by the Territorial Supreme Court
though. The House refused to entertain any other Maine Law sorts of legislature, and
instead they ended up writing laws requiring liquor licenses and banning liquor sales on
Sundays.131
Women were involved in the fight for temperance early on in Minnesota, though
their voices were often limited. The first all-female temperance group in the state was the
Daughters of Temperance in 1853, and the first coed temperance organization in the state
was the Order of the Good Templars (IOGT) in 1856.132 The Catholic Total Abstinence
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Union (CTAU) and John Ireland became the most prominent Catholic voices for
temperance. The Minnesota branch of the WCTU was first established in 1877.133 There
was an African American temperance society called Hilyard Temple of Honor and
Temperance in 1877 as well.134 Smaller temperance groups sprang up all over the state;
for example, by 1876 there were fifty-five Catholic temperance societies alone in
Minnesota.135 While the push for temperance was popular it was far from universal.
By the 1880s the state was involved in a contentious struggle over a High License
Law which would limit the consumption of alcohol due to high liquor license cost. It also
would require saloon keepers to give bond to conduct their business according to law and
would be required to pay for damages accruing to individuals from the business.136
Essentially the law would make selling liquor increasingly difficult for working-class
saloons. A major objection to the law was how it targeted the lower classes. Essentially
the law would allow the wealthy to continue to drink in high-cost establishments, but it
would restrict the working-classes access to alcohol. While many upper-class individuals
found this a benefit of the law, working class and immigrant populations, did not. Many
immigrant groups also viewed the law as the Protestant Anglo-American bourgeois trying
to assert their own values on these newer Americans. Despite the protests, the law was
actually quite popular, and it was passed by the Republican dominated legislature in 1886
becoming the first lasting temperance law in the state; with the law going into effect in
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1887 in Minneapolis and 1888 in St. Paul.137 It was not until national prohibition that
Minnesota finally banned alcohol entirely, and that ended up being temporary.
Concluding Thoughts
This chapter has largely served as context for the following chapters. The focus
has been on the establishment of the state, an examination of who came to Minnesota and
where they settled. A brief look at some of representative missions and political causes
rounded out the chapter.
The women and organization examined in the following chapters did not work
and live in a vacuum. They were influenced by their surroundings, just as they would
come to influence their surroundings in time. There is overlap and interaction between
many of the groups of women, and echoes of these early works can be seen in later
organizations as well.
The turn of the twentieth century was a time of great organization, a time of civil
engagement, and a time of great optimism.
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CHAPTER 3
IMMIGRANT WOMEN
When Carl and Anna Pettersen left Christiania, Norway for America in 1866, they
probably could not have imagined their infant daughter would grow to become a
prominent leader in the Norwegian-American community in Minnesota. Alma Pettersen
was truly an American woman of her time. When she was twenty-four, she married a
farmer who would become a Republican member of the Minnesota House of
Representatives in Blue Earth County. Alma embraced a public life joining a staggering
number of women’s clubs and societies. She was a member of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, active in the ladies’ aid and the mission society, and she was a member of the
Protestant League. She joined the WTCU and the YWCA. She supported the Sunday
school movement. She actively supported women’s suffrage and then transitioned to
being a member of the League of Women Voters once the cause was won. She even ran
the women’s program at the Minnesota State Fair in 1915.1
The aforementioned list of activities could have described any number of white,
upper-class women. Alma, though, also had an unwavering commitment to her
Norwegian heritage. She supported the Lyngblomsten society, a home for Norwegian
elderly. She spearheaded and edited a book honoring and celebrating Norwegian-
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American women entitled: Souvenir: Norse-American Women 1825-1925: A Symposium
of Prose and Poetry, Newspaper Articles, and Biographies, Contributed by One Hundred
Prominent Women. Specifically, the point of the book is to honor the NorwegianAmerican women who in her words were “mothers . . . growing in grace through all their
hardships, have left a heritage to their sons and daughters far greater than any artist or
statesman could have left.”2
In many ways, Alma Pettersen represents the ultimate success of a Minnesota
immigrant. She was socially conscious, politically active, and well connected. She edited
and published her son’s dairy after he died while serving in the First World War.3 She
received a signed birthday card from President Lyndon Johnson on her hundredth
birthday.4 Most immigrants or second-generation immigrants would not achieve the level
of success that Alma Guttersen did, but her activities were typical for immigrant women.
Countless immigrant Christian women would engage in variety of church work, missions
work, charity work, and many would engage in Minnesota politics.
Immigrant Protestant women is a broad category to unite hundreds of thousands
of women who may not share anything in common besides the fact that either they or
their parents left their homeland and came to America. There is no standard Minnesota
immigrant woman. She could have been a young Swedish woman who left her family’s
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farm to take a job as a domestic in Minneapolis. She could have been a Finnish mother
living in the iron range. She could have been Norwegian, German, Danish, or a member
of any number of other groups who came to Minnesota. She could have made the choice
to come here, or she could have been taken here as a child. Religious affiliation is a not
given either. As discussed in the first chapter, while Lutheranism was strong in
Minnesota, especially with the Scandinavians and a good number of Germans, there were
plenty who joined the Methodists, the Baptists, and so on. Many were Catholic; these
women are discussed in chapter four.
The interests of an immigrant Protestant woman were as varied as the women
were themselves. However, there are general themes that repeatedly show up in historical
accounts. The chapter is broken into two parts, the first is women’s engagement within
the church. There is a general progression of women moving from smaller issues that
directly affect them and their immediate community then moving out to engage the larger
community and world. Initially, women were engaging in their churches to aid both the
congregation themselves and help those around them. Included are a number of church
accounts ranging from sewing circles to ladies’ aid groups paying pastors’ wages. Then
women made the move to helping the larger community. Whether it be to provide the
sick with a hospital bed or an orphan with a home, there was a commitment to serving
their community; often this means their ethnic community such as the case with the
Swedish Hospital or the Mission Cottage. The second part of this chapter looks at these
ethnic Christian women and how they engaged the world, in other words, their
engagement in social reform and politics. What was a Christian immigrant’s role in
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temperance, suffrage, or other political works? How were they trying to change the world
through not just Christian works, but also political works?
This chapter has a large focus on Scandinavians since they were the largest
immigrant group between 1880 and 1920 that was primarily Protestant. Of course, in
reality Swedes, Norwegians, Danes were not a single group; each came with their own
language, culture, and goals—even if these differences may have seemed small to their
English-speaking neighbors. Therefore, these groups often operated independently from
each other, though occasionally they worked together to achieve a goal (suffrage is a key
example of a joint Scandinavian reform effort), especially once the groups had primarily
adopted English as their first language.
A quick note on the immigrant women who are missing in this chapter. Many of
the immigrant communities in Minnesota during these years were not Protestant. These
women, particular the Irish, Germans, and Eastern Europeans are included in chapters
four (Catholic women) and five (Jewish women).
A final comment on the Christian denominations discussed in this chapter:
Minnesota, like the rest of the country, had a large sampling of Protestant denominations.
Not all of these groups will be equally represented. This chapter is not, and simply
cannot, be an exhaustive picture of women’s religious engagement in every single
Protestant denomination and synod. Even an exhaustive look at all Lutheran synods alone
would be far beyond the scope of what this chapter can accomplish. That being said, this
chapter can give a representative sampling of different groups and different organizations
that immigrant women were able to create. It follows general trends and gives examples
of specific ventures to support the dissertation’s general argument that women of all
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ethnicities, religious affiliations, and social classes cared about and engaged in social
reform. No matter how poor and/or isolated some of these women may have been, they
found ways to influence the world around them. Whether it be organizing a fundraising
lunch to pay for their church’s new organ, sending female physicians to India, or paying
for hospital beds for people too poor to afford it themselves, Minnesota Christian
immigrant women were working to better the world around them.
Christian Women Engaging in Church-Related Work
Ladies Aid, Synod-wide Organizations, Deaconesses
The beginning of immigrant women’s engagement into social reform occurred at
the local church level. Long before there were synod-wide organizations, there were
groups of women working together to help others in need. Whether a sewing circle or
fundraising luncheons for a new church building, this was where the reform efforts had
their humble beginnings. There are stories of women travelling miles in rural Minnesota
to meet together in order to support both their church and others. Often it was the wives
of pastors that took on the leadership. Occasionally there would not be a woman among
the group comfortable enough to take a leadership position or they were not allowed
autonomous leadership, when that happened a man in the congregation took official
leadership of a group (often the pastor). For example, the First Swedish Methodist
Episcopal Church in Center City, MN described their ladies’ aid meetings as “entirely in
the hands of the pastor. Leadership among women was unknown. The pastor made all

71
plans as well as conducted the meeting.”5 However, the vast majority of ladies’ aid
societies were created and led by women. Regardless of the gender of the official
leadership, the women themselves were the ones to do the work. The following are
accounts of local ladies’ aid societies in Minnesota. They were chosen to be
representative of the larger movement of organization at the local level in the Minnesota
area.
The Ladies’ Aid
The creation of congregational ladies aid was the first step to organization for
many women around the state. Women were able to come together and socialize and
work for a common goal. The organizations was associated with their church which
immediately gave it a respectability. Ladies’ aid organizations were almost entirely
concerned with charitable works and supporting the larger congregation, so there was
little reason men in the congregation would object to their activities.
A typical early example of a local ladies’ aid group was the “Syföreningen” or
Sewing Circle of Grace Lutheran Church, in Mankato of the Augustana Synod. The
church was founded in 1887 and in the same year a group of the church’s women came
together for a sewing circle where they would sew aprons, dresses, men’s shirts, and then
they would sell their work to raise money. The next year they officially organized and
began meeting once a month and collecting dues (twenty-five cents per month per
member). Like so many other ladies’ aid organizations, the women had creative methods

5

First Swedish Methodist Episcopal Church, Souvenir: Eightieth Anniversary of the First Swedish
Methodist Episcopal Church of Center City now at Lindstrom, Minnesota, November 16-20 (No publisher,
1938), 9.

72
of collecting money: selling sewn goods, picnics, bazaars, a Swedish supper, banquets,
and serving dinners and luncheons at the fairgrounds during the Minnesota State Fair.
With the money, the women of Grace Lutheran Church were able to support a variety of
causes from donations to hospitals, the poor, and the First World War effort. When
soldiers passed through Mankato on the way to on their way to camp, the women of the
ladies’ aid provided them with a meal. In order to help the church itself, the ladies’ aid
was able to purchase an organ and a furnace, help pay the pastor’s and staff salaries, and
at one point, decorate for a wedding.6 In 1907, the ladies’ aid joined the newly formed
Woman’s Missionary Society of the Augustana Synod, through which the women of the
church were able to support much bigger mission projects through their contributions to
the synod-wide organization, while maintaining their local ladies aid organization as
well.7
Another Augustana Church in Duluth followed a similar example. Fifteen women
of the congregation formed the Lakeside Ladies’ Aid in 1911. At their twenty-fifth
anniversary they described themselves as being “famous for getting things done. For
twenty-five years it has been providing for fellowship, for service, and for inspiration.” In
those twenty-five years they were able to collect nearly $5,000 which they spent on a
variety of ministries: missions, the church, the church lot, the conference, hymnals,
repairs and contents of the chapel.8
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In the small town of Louisburg on the western side of the state, the women of
Louisburg Lutheran Church decided to from a “Kvindeforeninger” in 1892. Twenty-five
women showed up at the first meeting and their original purpose was: “To work for the
welfare of its own congregation and the furthering of GOD’s kingdom at home and
abroad.” The method of raising funds was sewing. 9 Like so many ladies’ aid societies,
they put their money to a variety of purposes. They purchased an altar for the church in
1897 and a pulpit the next year; they helped rebuild the church after a tornado, they
bought carpet, and helped pay to put in a basement. They sent boxes of clothing to orphan
homes and in 1919 they held a bazaar to help the “sufferers in Armenia.” That same year
they were responsible for putting electric lights in the church.10
Women were able to accomplish a surprisingly amount and variety of activities
through the many ladies’ aid societies around Minnesota. The amount of money women
brought in was both admirable and occasionally shocking. This influx of money created
an interesting situation for many churches, one that did not sit completely well with all
male members. Many denominations and churches did not let women vote in the
nineteenth century; however, women were able to use to money they had earned to
support the things they cared about. According to DeAne Lagerquist, “Their dollars gave
women a way of influencing the decisions of the congregation and the church at large.”11
That being said, their primary goal was not to undermine male authority. They brought in
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valuable resources, donated their time, their labor, and they made their church institutions
stronger through their efforts.
Synod-wide Women’s Groups
The ladies aid became a common auxiliary of countless immigrant churches (and
churches in general) throughout the nineteenth century. It was not long before women
began to consider larger federations of ladies’ aid societies. The turn of the twentieth
century was a time of organizing large church-wide women’s federations, particularly in
the Lutheran synods (it should be noted that mainline non-immigrant Protestant women
were generally ahead of these immigrant groups in federating). Most but not all Lutheran
synods had a women’s federation by 1920. There were various hesitations towards the
creation of a large synod-wide organization (there were both men and women who had
objections to organizations run completely by women during the time). Some concerns
included the potential loss of funds for local charities and interests since money would be
pooled in a larger body, either national or regional. The benefit however was that the
pooled funds could support much bigger charity projects.
There was other opposition to the creation of these synod-wide federations that
was less about the loss of local funds and more about general attitudes towards women at
the time: some men (certainly not all) were concerned that the women would do nothing
but gossip or, perhaps even worse, become an organization running independent of the
larger church.12 For the most part these concerns proved false. In Minnesota, like
elsewhere in the United States, many Christian women joined larger federations and then
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also participated in smaller local chapters of the synodical group. The following are brief
accounts of the creation of various denomination-wide women’s organizations.
Woman’s Missionary Society of Augustana Synod
Of all the Lutheran denominations in Minnesota, the women of the Augustana
Synod were the first to organize, and they were consistently one of most active church
federations. In 1891, the Augustana Synod met in Chisago City, Minnesota (at the thirtysecond annual conference of the synod). A number of wives of pastors met and started
discussing sending aid to India. The society was officially organized by a group of fifty
women on June 6, 1892 in Lindsborg, Kansas when the synod was meeting under the
guidance of the first president, Mrs. Emmy Evald of Chicago. There were six vice
presidents elected, one from each conference in the Augustana Synod. From Minnesota, a
woman by the name of Mrs. Simmons was elected from Red Wing. Women from various
ladies’ aid societies throughout the synod were urged to join the larger synod-wide
Woman’s Missionary Society and to send their financial contributions to their treasurer.13
The Woman’s Missionary Society grew quickly. The membership had grown to
112 members by their next meeting, which was held in conjunction with Augustana
Synod’s national convention in Rock Island, Illinois. The women of the Society had
raised $755.09.14 Their primary concern was spreading the gospel and building a hospital
in India for women and children. “The society thereby joined with other groups in the
campaign for ‘oppressed womanhood and childhood’ in India where hospitals were for
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men only until Christianity entered in.” The next year, in 1894, at their annual meeting,
held in St. Peter, MN, home missions were of primary concern. The women pledged
$1,000 to the Augustana Synod’s Home Mission fund.15
In 1900, the Women’s Missionary Society funded their first missionary, and sent
a woman named Annette Wahlstedt to Puerto Rico. Two years later they sent another
woman, Hedvig Wahlberg, a nurse from Chicago, to India. The Society assumed her
salary. The Society wanted to send a female doctor to help the women of India. Since
they were unable to find a female physician willing to go, they sent a young woman
named Betty Nilsson to medical school;16 after her graduation, she was sent to India in
1908. The society paid her salary.17
In 1906, the Society began publishing Mission Tidings, and the publication stated
that $25,000 had been raised since the organization’s creation. The money had been spent
accordingly: $9,000 Home Missions; $700 Utah Missions; $200 Jewish Missions; $100
Immigrant Missions; $1500 Puerto Rice Missions; $400 Conference Missions; $1500
Famine Relief, India; $2000 Hospital Site, India; $4000 Hospital Fund; $300 Medical
School Tuition for Betty Nelson.18
The Minnesota Conference Women’s Missionary Society (Augustana)
In 1907, the Minnesota Conference of the Women’s Missionary Society was
organized by Helvine Franzen. Minnesota women were active in the synod-wide
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Woman’s Missionary Society from its creation in 1892; in fact, four Minnesotan women
had been present at the organizational meeting in Lindsborg, KS, but there had not been a
local chapter. With the appointment of Hilvine Franzen, an elementary school teacher
working St. Paul, MN,19 as vice president of the conference, there was renewed desire to
form an official Minnesota chapter. Those participating in the larger Augustana Society
put an advertisement in the Minnesota Stats-Tidning:
All friends of missions are heartily invited to a Festival at the Minnesota College
Church, Saturday March 2, 1907, 2:30 in the afternoon. A collection from home
and foreign missions will be taken. A fine program will be given when several
pastors speak.20
Over a hundred women showed up at the event and the Minnesota Conference
Woman’s Missionary Society was born. There were general officers elected (Helvine
Franzen was the first president), and sixteen women were elected to represent the
different districts within the Minnesota conference.21 Within the first month they raised
eleven dollars which they put towards Home Missions. Within the first decade they were
able to raise over $18,000, and the conference had over 2,000 members.22
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Hauge Synod Mission Dove
The Swedish Lutherans weren’t the only group organizing; while the years varied
from denomination to denomination, the majority of ladies’ aid groups were forming
federations. Some women had to fight harder than others to get approval, but they were
persistent. The Mission Dove, the women’s federation of the Hauge Synod was formed in
1901 in Jewel, Iowa. It was the first of the Norwegian synods to organize such a group.
The women at the forefront of this group were Mary Nelson Wee (a pastor’s wife who
has endured protests within her own congregation for forming a local women’s group),
Hannah Rorem Rønning, Olive Hodnefield, Ida Grosserth, Marie Norheim Quello, and
Hannah Young Harrisville. Originally called the Pastor’s Wives Association, the name
was changed in 1903 to include missionaries and teachers in the organization. Among the
early works of the Mission Dove was a school in China they founded for women; they
maintained it themselves for ten years, after which the synod took over. In addition, the
organization supported a hospital, raised money for widows, and urged the synod to build
rest homes for missionaries on furlough, which they did in 1914. 23
Women’s Missionary Federation (United Norwegian, Lutheran)
The creation of the United Norwegian Synod’s Women’s Missionary Federation
was the work of a woman named Rebecca Oline Gjertsen (Lena) Dahl. Dahl had been
born in Norway but came to the United States in 1863 as a child. She was both the
daughter and wife of pastors. As a pastor’s wife, she had been a leader in the Sunday
school and both the Women’s and Young People’s societies at her church. She first
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expressed desire for a synod-wide women’s organization in 1898. In her own words: “I
know it will be uphill work and take time. We may not be able to get far in our day, still
we should at least make a beginning and in time we maybe, with the Grace of God, see
the work progress faster than we dared hope.”24 When her husband became the president
of the United Norwegian Church, they both moved to Minneapolis where she began to
build support to the synod-wide federation. It wasn’t until 1911 that the church gave the
women permission to organize the Women’s Federation, and Dahl was elected first
president of the society—a position she held for the next six years. Their first major
endeavor was to build homes for missionaries when they returned to Minnesota. The first
homes were ready in January of 1914, two more were done by the end of the year.25
Lutheran Free Church Women’s Missionary Society
Not all women’s organizations were primarily concerned with their local
community. The Women’s Missionary Federation of the Lutheran Free Church was
founded in 1916. The efforts to create the organization was led by Marie Roan who put a
notice in the Lutheran Free Church’s newspaper inviting women to the synod’s annual
church conference in Wilmar, MN. The purpose of the federation was described as such:
[To] awaken and deepen interest in and love for God’s kingdom at home and
abroad; to spread knowledge of missions; to aid financially the missionary
activities of the Lutheran Free Church and to unite all our women into a deeper
fellowship of consecrated service and cooperation for the missions of our
Church.26
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Considering the mission statement, it should not be surprising that the focus of the group
was foreign missions. Among their accomplishments, they provided housing for
missionaries on furlough, they raised money to offer low-interest building loans to new
organizations, and in 1923 they were able to provide a house for girls in China and
Madagascar.27
Women’s Foreign Missions of the Norwegian Lutheran Church
The women of the United Norwegian Church of America, for example, were
predominantly preoccupied with foreign missions, not home missions. The United
Norwegian Church of America was formed in 1890 in Minneapolis, and three years later
began its foreign missions program with two missionaries and a fund of $13,126.85.28 In
1910, the women of the United Norwegian Church in America founded the Women’s
Missionary Federation at the denomination’s annual meeting. While women of the
United Norwegian Church had long contributed to foreign mission efforts, this was the
first synod-wide organization for specific purpose of training and sending missionaries.
Over the next year, the women created a constitution and it was considered and adopted
in 1911. The Women’s Missionary Federation was able to build four missionary homes in
St. Anthony Park. In addition, they organized distributed mission savings banks,
published mission tracts and books, and organized mission lectures at various
congregations to boost the cause of missions.29
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By 1919, the annual report of the Board of Foreign Missions reported thirty-five
female missionaries currently out in the field. There were a total of twenty-six in India
(thirteen in the Guntur mission field and another thirteen in the Rajahmundry field).
Incidentally four of these female missionaries were physicians. There were five female
missionaries sent to Libera and another four sent to Japan, an impressive number
considering how few women were entering into the medical field in that time. 31
The Swedish Methodists
There was a significant number of Swedish Methodists in Minnesota, and these
women participated in various women’s groups. The Methodist Episcopal Church, North
founded its Methodist Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society in 1869 in Boston. Of
course, the MEC in Minnesota was not exclusively an ethnic denomination, after all the
denomination was exceptionally good at appealing to a variety of people of many
different backgrounds. It would be remiss to exclude the Methodists even if they were not
exclusively immigrant. By 1911, there was a significant participation in this organization.
The Minneapolis branch of the larger denomination-wide organization (which included
all of Minnesota, and both North and South Dakota) reported an increase in 1,735
members and increase of over $4,400 dollars in donations despite a drought and a crop
crisis for a total of over $37,000 collected.32 The organization’s publication was called
the Woman’s Missionary Friend, and it gave its members first-hand accounts of the
mission work they were supporting. There were articles written by women working in
31
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various places around the world. The January, 1911 edition included accounts from
Singapore, Tunisia, India, and Seoul, Korea.33

Missouri Synod
The Missouri Synod was an anomaly among groups of Christian women; simply
put, the women did not organize synod-wide organizations. The Missouri Synod was
organized in 1847.34 In 1856, the synod sent their first two missionaries to the Native
Americans in the Minnesota territory up near Crow Wing.35 Missouri Synod pastors
arrived in the Twin Cities in 1857.36 There are a few reports of women organizing
congregation-level ladies’ aid societies in the Missouri synod. A pastor’s wife named
Helen Pfotenhauer who came to Minnesota in the 1860s accompanied her husband on his
mission trips to the Native Americans. She reportedly established a sewing circle where
she would also read to the members. The synodical publication reports that about sixteen
different local ladies’ aid groups were organized in the early 1900s in Minnesota—
between the years of 1915 and 1926.37 In addition there was a women’s auxiliary at
Concordia College called the Concordia Guild. The school accepted only men until the
1950s, but the Concordia Guild supported the school by providing items like draperies,
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furnishings, hymnals, and scholarships.38 Despite small attempts at organization, the
Missouri Synod did not have a synod-wide women’s organization until the 1940s—
nearly fifty years after some other Lutheran women began to organize. There had been
interest in a synod-wide group as early as 1929, but the Lutheran Women’s Missionary
League was finally organized in 1941. Within two years there were fifty chapters with
two thousand members, and by 1951 there were 311 chapters with 11,855 members.39
Concluding Thoughts
It is impossible to measure the amount of good the women who were members of
these various synod-wide organizations did. Their interests and methods were varied, but
the one thing they have in common is a commitment to spreading God’s kingdom, both at
home and abroad. While there is about a fifty-year range, women’s organizations tended
to follow the same pattern. First women established small ladies’ aid societies with the
intention of supporting their local congregation and maybe their community. As time
passed, the women got more creative with their fundraising thus spreading their sphere of
influence. Finally, the ladies’ aid organizations created federations supporting larger
mission projects in addition to the local work they all continued to do. There is an
undeniable shift from local engagement to larger regional, national, or international
projects. Foreign missions were an especially popular activity for synod-wide federations,
particularly sending female missionaries or supporting missions to support women and
children abroad. Generally, their efforts complemented the larger denomination-wide
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missions, but at the same time, the work was their own, and they were immensely proud
of their accomplishments.
Deaconesses
Next, we turn to a group of Protestant women that are largely forgotten today—
mostly because their numbers were never large, and their existence was somewhat of a
late nineteenth/early twentieth century phenomenon. They were not wives and mothers,
like so many of the women discussed so far. They were women who completely
dedicated themselves to the church, similar to a Catholic Sister, but firmly within their
own Protestant traditions.
The nineteenth century saw the reintroduction of an ancient Christian role for
women: the deaconess. The modern deaconess movement began in Germany in the 1840s
and spread around Europe and the United States. The modern deaconess movement was a
relatively short-lived institution, peaking in membership and activities around the turn of
the twentieth century. However, it served an important purpose as an option for pious
women who were interested in devoting their life to the church, rather than the more
traditional role of a wife and mother. It is not surprising that the Deaconess movement
declined as American women gained more rights and had more employment options in
society as a whole. Deaconesses were more likely to marry than Catholic Sisters and
leave their order. In fact, there are various mentions of former deaconesses who had
married pastors. The 1920 Annual Report for the Bethesda Deaconess institute mentions
two probationers had left that year alone to marry. 40
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Despite the fact that deaconesses are now an almost-forgotten remnant of the past,
they had significant influence in their day. In 1903, Rev. Dr. C. Golder wrote:
At least one hundred and forty Deaconess Institutions (inclusive of various branch
homes) have been founded within the last fifteen years in the United States alone,
ninety of which are controlled by the Methodist Episcopal Church, and that the
number of deaconesses has increased during this period to over eighteen
hundred.41
More specially for the Lutheran church, there had been a Lutheran deaconess presence in
America from 1849, but it wasn’t until 1884 that the first Lutheran deaconess
motherhouse was founded in Philadelphia. By 1899 there were seven Lutheran mother
houses in the United States and 197 deaconesses.42 In 1916 there were three (two of
which were Lutheran) deaconess motherhouses in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area: The
Bethesda Deaconess Home in St. Paul, run by the Augustana Synod; The Deaconess’
Home of the Northern German Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church; and the
Norwegian Deaconess Institute in Minneapolis.43 All three of these institutions were
associated with a hospital, and each will be examined further.
The 1920 Bethesda Hospital and Bethesda Homes Annual Report gives
information for women who may be interested in becoming a deaconess in Minnesota.44
According to the report:
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The aim of the Deaconess Home is to serve the Church of Christ by educating
women for such service in the Kingdom of God as they may be called and fitted
for, especially for nursing the sick and the other deeds of mercy; and also to direct
the work of the sisters so as to make it as efficient as possible. It is presumed
therefore that those who desire to become deaconesses, are actuated by the love of
Christ.45
As for the actual process of becoming a deaconess, a woman between the ages of
eighteen and thirty (though they note exceptions can be made) should apply in writing to
the home. If accepted the woman would spent three months receiving room and board
while proving whether or not she is a correct fit for the program. After the three months
of probation the woman would spent three to four years in training. She would then be
sent wherever she was needed (the Deaconess home decided where, and the Deaconess
was expected to follow willingly).46 The parameters for the Bethesda deaconesses are
typical of other institutions of the time. In the beginning of the movement, the women
would usually be trained as nurses, but later deaconesses could also enter foreign or home
missions, social services, or healthcare administration.47
Deaconesses were often associated with the medical field. At the time many
churches were interested in providing medical care to individuals (both Protestant and
Catholic), and deaconesses were often trained as nurses. For this reason, most Minnesota
deaconesses were either nurses or associated with hospitals, and our investigation of
Minnesota deaconesses is fundamentally interwoven with medicine.
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The Bethesda Hospital and Deaconess Home (Augustana Synod)
The Bethesda Hospital and what was later also the Deaconess Home had its
beginning in 1880. The Lutheran Minnesota Conference of the Augustana Synod decided
to organize the Tabitha Society48 which was broadly established to run some sort of
charitable institution (though what type of institution was still up in the air in 1880).
Reverend A. P. Monten, D.D., the founder of the Bethesda Hospital, with the assistance
of Revs. Eric Norelius, and Peter Sjoblom, procured eight acres of land around Lake
Como in St. Paul to be used as a hospital. The hospital was opened in 1883 but closed
eleven months later. It was reopened in 1891 at the corner of Ninth and Wacouta in St.
Paul.49
Since it was a Christian hospital, run by a Lutheran church organization,
deaconesses were preferred to regular nurses. The board ran into a problem: there was not
a Lutheran motherhouse in Minnesota, and thus no deaconesses. The board of directors
requested deaconesses be sent to Minnesota to run Bethesda Hospital from the Immanuel
Deaconess Institute in Omaha, Nebraska. The first few years saw rapid turnover in the
position of the sister superior. The first sister superior, from Omaha, Sister Fredina, died
about a year after her arrival. She was replaced by Sister Cecilia Nelson (who later
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married an Augustana pastor and became the Superintendent of the Orphan Home in
Vasa). Nelson was replaced with Tine Peterson, and finally Sister Bothilda Swenson
(trained in Philadelphia and Stockholm) who took over in 1902.
To fill the need for more nurses, Sister Bothilda Swenson and some of the
physicians on staff began educating some of the untrained staff, and that was the
beginnings of the Bethesda Hospital Training Program (this program trained nurses, not
deaconesses). The first class graduated in 1901, and the training school continued until
1905—during this period the graduate nurses from this program cared for the patients at
the hospital.50
Although the training school provided nurses for the hospital, there was a push
within the synod to have deaconesses provide more of the nursing. According to the bylaws and objectives of the hospital in 1897, the hospital was “caring for the sick and the
suffering according to Christian principles.”51 The board of directors believed that
deaconesses could accomplish this goal better than regular nurses, but there was still a
lack of deaconesses to fill the need. To solve this problem, the board of directors decided
that a Deaconess Motherhouse would be established in conjunction with the Bethesda
Hospital, and the first deaconess candidate came in January of 1903. Pastor C. A.
Hultkrans was elected as the superintendent of the Deaconess Institute (he was also the
superintendent of the hospital) and Sister Bothilda Swenson, the superintendent of
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nursing at the hospital, was the first housemother. In 1908 there were five deaconesses,
fourteen candidates and two students at the motherhouse.52
A description of the program from 1904 shows how deaconess training was
different from a standard nursing education:
This Branch of the institution has just completed its first year. The deaconess
work is greatly misunderstood in this country and has many difficulties to
overcome. We are glad, however, to be able to say that our first year has been
very successful…The deaconesses receive the same training as professional
nurses, but they are also trained to take part in city mission, such as investigating
and aiding the poor. Together with the other sisters of the deaconate, she makes
the institution her home and performs her work under the direction of the
Deaconess Home, which not only gives her the necessary training, but guides and
protects her in the work. She receives from the Deaconess Home one hundred
dollars a year for clothes and pocket money, and in sickness and old age she is
entitled to care and rest in the Home.”53
A deaconess’s day at the hospital was divided between care for the sick and
devotion activities. In 1909 the daily prayer routine for the deaconess hospital was
described as such:
The deaconesses assemble every morning in the chapel at 7:30 for devotion,
which is led by the sister superior or her appointee. In the sickrooms the day’s
work is begun by morning prayer, which is conducted by the deaconess in charge
of the floor. Sunday services are held on every Lord’s day, weekly held on
Wednesday evenings, Bible study and prayer meetings in Friday evenings. Thus
the work is sanctified by the Word of God and prayer.54
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It does not appear that the staffing issues for the deaconess home and hospital
were ever completely resolved. In 1920, the annual report of the deaconess home
expressed need of more deaconesses since three had left that year, and it appears none
had joined. The remaining deaconesses were listed as working in a variety of occupations
at this time:
They have been stationed as follows: 11 at the hospital, 2 in the China mission,
[1] at the Invalid Home, 1 at the Lutheran Young Women’s Home, St. Paul; 1 in
parish work, First Church, St. Paul; 2 in the School of the Cross; 1 at Augustana
Orphanage, Minneapolis.55
A 1921 report of the Lutheran World Almanac list all the deaconesses and their stations.
The almanac lists fifteen deaconesses currently serving in the Bethesda Hospital.56
Deaconess Sophie Hillberg was stationed at the Lutheran Young Women’s Home. Ida
Nelson worked at the Bethesda Invalid Home. Emerentia Person worked at First Church
in St. Paul, and two deaconesses (Ingeborg Nystul and Elvira Pearson) were foreign
missionaries to Hunan China. Interestingly Bothilda Swenson, was listed as a deaconess
of the Omaha Motherhouse but stationed in Minneapolis, despite her long tenure as
superintendent. 57
In 2018, the Bethesda Hospital was still long-term care hospital in St. Paul;
however, it long-ago stopped employing deaconesses. Although the deaconesses are long
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gone, and it is no longer run by a Lutheran denomination, the hospital says it still tends to
the emotional, spiritual, and social needs of its patients.58
Deaconesses provided care and the basic running of the hospital, but lay women
of the Augustana Synod did what they could as well. In conjunction with the Bethesda
Hospital, there was a Bethesda Sick Benefit Society which was organized by Mrs. C. M.
Roan in 1912. The object of this women’s group was to provide funds for the
maintenance of free beds at the Deaconess Hospital. They raised money by monthly dues
of ten cents per member, and another tier of members, called Associate members, would
give three dollars. They also did general fundraising to supplement their income from
dues. In addition to their free bed program, the women of the Society were engaged in
other various other outreaches to people in need. There was a membership of 365 women
in 1924.59
Lutheran Deaconess Home and Hospital (Lutheran Free Church)
The Norwegian denomination, the Lutheran Free Church, established a hospital
and deaconess home in conjunction with a deaconess from New York City named of
Elizabeth Tonette Fedde.60 Fedde is one of the better-known deaconesses in American
history; she started a number of different missions in cities across the country. She was
not in Minnesota long, but her influence lingered even after she left.
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Fedde had been born in 1850 in Norway. After the death of both her parents she
applied and was accepted to the deaconess motherhouse in Christiania, Norway in 1874.
Prospects were bleak for unmarried young women without parents, and life as a
deaconess, though challenging in many ways, offered her a respectable choice outside of
marriage. Fedde trained as a deaconess at the Lovinsenberg Deaconess house by Mother
Cathinka Guldberg, the first mother superior in Norway.61 In 1883, Fedde answered a call
to come to Brooklyn, New York to minister to the Norwegian immigrants. In 1888 she
was persuaded to visit Minneapolis where she met with a number of prominent
Norwegian-American pastors and professors in the area, many of whom were gathered in
Minneapolis to negotiate the merger that would create the Norwegian American Lutheran
Church.62 Among those present were Gjermund Høyme (who would become the
president of the United Norwegian Lutheran Church), Georg Svedrup, and Sven Oftedal
(both of Augsburg Seminary); all three desired to establish a Deaconess Motherhouse and
hospital for Norwegian Americans in Minnesota.63 Fedde agreed and things moved rather
quickly. Gjertsen and Oftedal launched a campaign to raise money, Fedde bought
supplies, four doctors offered to work at the new hospital, and two women volunteered to
be trained as deaconesses at the newly established motherhouse. In November of that
year, the new motherhouse located on Hennepin Avenue and 28th Street in Minneapolis
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was dedicated.64 Fedde’s relationship with the board was strained, and she left under
unpleasant circumstances, but her presence played an essential role in the founding of the
institution. With Fedde’s departure, Ingeborg Sponland, another deaconess born and
trained in Norway, was brought into replace her.65 Sponland left in 1904 to move to the
deaconess institute in Chicago. In 1925, Sister Lena Nilson described the Lutheran
Deaconess Home and hospital as:
Thoroughly modern and up-to-date . . . every year a class of well-trained young
women is graduated from the school of Nursing and they have also had the
privilege of Christian training. The number of Deaconesses is not as great as
could be wished, but the Home and Hospital is still manged (sic) by Sisters.66
It is clear from this report that most nursing care was provided by nurses, not
deaconesses. In 1925 the few deaconesses held leadership positions in the hospital.
However, it is also evident that the young women graduating from the nursing training
school were receiving some Lutheran education as part of their general nurse training.
In 1921 the Lutheran Free Church published a list of deaconesses associated with
Norwegian Lutheran Deaconess Home in Minneapolis. Eight women were associated
with the hospital in Minneapolis (Anna Bergeland, Ingeborg Bjorgum, Marie Folfvard,
Tilla Hegland, Henrietta Nelson, Anna Peske, Irene Rufsvold, Christine Sondreal). Three
deaconesses were stationed at the Orphan Home in Poulsbo, Washington. Three women
were stationed at the Deaconess institute in Minneapolis (Bertha Knardahl, who is noted
to have come out of the Deaconess home in Christiana Norway, Lena Nelson, and Gunda
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Thoreson). A deaconess named Bertha Markve was stationed at the Bethesda Homes
Children’s Home in Wilmar, MN. Finally, two deaconesses were listed as serving as
missionaries to Madagascar (Petra and Milla Pederson).67
The Rebecca Deaconess Home and Asbury Hospital68
The third deaconess motherhouse in Minnesota was Methodist. By all accounts,
the Methodist church had the largest number of deaconesses in the country. Rev. Dr. C.
Golder wrote in 1902 that over ninety of the 140 deaconess institutions in the United
States were controlled by the Methodist Episcopal Church. Sr Lena Nilson, a Norwegian
Lutheran deaconess, lamented that the Methodists had more than 12,000 deaconesses in
1925 while the deaconess movement had slower growth within the Lutheran churches.69
These numbers seem grossly inflated, and do not reflect the actual situation in the
Methodist Episcopal Church. The 1897 the Methodist Episcopal, North Yearbook lists
only 303 deaconesses working at that time within the United States, 630 total if you
counted the deaconesses working internationally.70 While other groups may have
overestimated their numbers, the Methodist deaconesses were still able to make
significant contributions.
The Methodists describe the characteristics of the deaconess life as:
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1) Training, 2) Voluntary work—Deaconesses take no vows, 3) a costume, 4) No
salary—deaconesses only receive support in cases where they are not able to selfsupporting, 5) the community life (usually), 6) immediate oversight by the church,
through the annual conference, in the license, concertation, and yearly approval
granted by the body.71
Deaconess work is listed as house to house visits under the oversight of a pastor, nursing,
education, jail and police work, orphanage work, and bible teachings.72 It is unclear
exactly how the Methodist deaconesses supported themselves without a salary; perhaps
the women had families who could support them financially. The Methodist Episcopal
Deaconess Society was organized by deaconesses themselves—its primary purpose was
holding property and “providing means by which deaconesses can be cared for in
sickness and their old age.”73 At least there was an attempt to provide for deaconesses in
their old age and ill health, even if there was not a standard salary provided.
The Methodist Episcopal Church had ten different hospitals in 1897, one of which
was in Minneapolis, the Asbury Hospital and Rebecca Deaconess Home, located on the
corner of 9th Avenue South and 6th Street. The Rebecca Deaconess Home was
established before the hospital in 1891 with the purpose of providing homes and
preparation for Methodist deaconesses (a necessity when deaconesses did not earn a
regular salary to be sure). Caring for the sick was such a component of the deaconess
movement that the Asbury Hospital became inevitable.74 In 1893, the hospital was
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incorporated, though three years later the hospital was partially destroyed in a fire but
promptly rebuilt and reopened.75 Their first article of incorporation states that the purpose
of the institution:
Shall be to establish, maintain, and conduct hospitals and deaconess homes in the
State of Minnesota….Its plan of operation as to the deaconess homes shall be to
provide homes for deaconesses of the Methodist Episcopal Church, to give
necessary instruction, maintenance and assistance to women who shall engage in
such work, or preparing therefor, and, as far as practicable, to develop and
maintain such deaconesses in the various forms of Christian work. 76
During Asbury’s first year as a functioning hospital, 385 patients were registered.
Twenty-three of these were “charity” patients and charged nothing and twelve partially
paid their bill. They also provided completely free ambulance service their first year.
The first building, a forty-bed hospital and a joined deaconess home, was soon
found inadequate. Already in 1893 the hospital stated: “That a new building is an
absolute necessity is shown conclusively by our first year’s work. We need more room in
our wards. We need a children’s ward especially.”77 A new building, costing $225,000,
was erected on Ninth Avenue in Minneapolis, housing up to two hundred patients. In
1903 there were forty deaconesses and probationers connected with the Rebecca
Deaconess Home. The superintendent of the hospital was Sybil C. Palmer and Mrs. Sarah
H. Knight (who had donated $15,000 in order to originally open the hospital) was the
superintendent of the hospital. Bishop Isaac Joyce was president of the entire complex. 78
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By 1897 there were eighteen nurses on staff, though deaconesses, like at the Lutheran
institutions, were the ones in leadership positions in the hospital.79 But by 1920, the
Asbury hospital was no longer associated with the deaconess home.80
Deaconess Conclusions
Compared with the Catholic Sisters in Minnesota, the Protestant deaconess
movement is small. Their influence was concentrated at hospitals with a few deaconesses
and at various other organizations like orphanages and homes for the aged. The position
of a deaconess is an interesting anomaly that rose in the mid-nineteenth century but
quickly dwindled as more women entered the workforce and gained more legal
protections. It is clear that all of three motherhouses in the area struggled both with
attracting new deaconesses and maintaining existing deaconesses. This is not surprising;
the position was misunderstood by many, and the Protestant churches did not have the
structure for orders of single women that the Catholic church did. Nor did they have the
culture or historical precedence for that type of position, and the motherhouses struggled
with the issue of deaconesses leaving to marry.
The deaconess movement did give women who were not interested in marriage a
respectable and religious career option. Women were banned from the pastorate, but this
was a way they could serve the church and God. In the long run though, the position of
the deaconess had a high price and a diminishing reward. Judging from the documents it
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is clear that many more women chose to be nurses, essentially holding the same type of
job, but without the rules of and obedience to motherhouses.
Women and Other Hospital Work
There were only three hospitals in Minnesota that were run by deaconesses, but
lay Protestant women did their part to support other hospitals. The Swedish Hospital was
an immigrant hospital where lay-Christian women both worked and volunteered. The
hospital was organized in 1898 but finally had a permanent hospital in 1901 at 10th Ave S
and 8th Street in Minneapolis. It was to be a hospital run by and used by Swedish
immigrants.81 The superintendent of the hospital, Ida C. L. Isaacson, called for women
from various Swedish churches to establish a women’s auxiliary club to support the
hospital. Her call resulted in the establishment of the Concordia Society of the Swedish
Hospital.82 The objective of the new society was to: “To provide funds for the
maintenance of free beds at the Swedish Hospital for the needy and worthy sick; and to
do such other charitable work as the society may see fit for and in behalf of such patients
subsequent to their departure from said hospital.”83
Ida Isaacson left the hospital in 1904,84 but the Concordia Society continued long
after Isaacson’s departure. In 1917 the membership was 750 women. Dues were ten cents
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per month; however, a woman should provide only what she could if that was too much
of a burden.85 They were able raise and distribute a considerable amount of money
($3,906.9986) and provided essential services. The main component of their program was
the Free Bed program which had been established in 1903. By 1917, the Concordia
Society had paid for 482 patients to receive medical care at a total cost of $12,014, which
was no small sum at the turn of the twentieth century. In addition to the Free Beds, the
Concordia Society had a number of subcommittees which provided various services. The
Visiting Committee visited hospitals, homeless homes, homes for the aged, a “poor
farm,” the Augustana Mission Cottage (more on this later), and various dependent
families. The committee provided individuals with a wide variety of items varying from
flower, food, religious tracts, fuel, cash, and in one case, a prosthetic limb (a surprisingly
common thing for women’s groups to purchase at the time). Another subcommittee, the
Work Committee, made 471 towels, 263 sheets, 189 covers, 145 bandages, thirty-three
shrouds, twenty-four napkins, and ten quilted pads. 87 In conclusion, there were a few
unattributed poetic verses written at the end of the Society’s 1917 annual report that sums
up their faith and their commitment to helping others:
Perhaps some little deeds will bring you fame.
Perhaps the world will learn to love your name
Because of the tears
You dried for others, and when life is through
Perhaps the little deeds you, thoughtlessly do,
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Will be a glowing monument to you
For countless years.
Perhaps at the Last Day, all that will remain worth recording of a life full of
activity and zeal will be those little deeds that were done solely beneath the Eye
of God.88
Orphanages, Homes for the Aged, and Various other Charity Organizations
It should come as little surprise that Minnesota churches created and maintained
ministries to aid orphans and the elderly. In fact, it was a prerogative of just about every
group of Christians in the state at one level or another—immigrant groups being no
exception. This was not always the case. Following the Civil War, the United States saw
an incredible increase in homes for the poor and destitute, including those for women,
children, elderly, and the homeless in general. In Minnesota, there was also a rapid
increase in the number of institutions providing services, which follows both national
trends, but also demonstrates a specific need within the state.
Since Minnesota had only been a state since 1858, it wasn’t until the 1860s that
the need became glaringly apparent. The first settlers tended to be young (little need for
homes for the elderly) and single (little need for orphanages). This situation quickly
changed, and Minnesota was suffering from a lack of social services for these groups. In
fact:
The urgency of the problem is reflected in the speed with which the women of St.
Paul organized and set for work. Most of the city’s Protestant congregations were
represented at the May 4 [1867] meeting . . . the organization now named the
Ladies Christian Union, decided that it would undertake to ‘relieve, aid, and
provide Homes for the homeless, the destitute and unfriended especially women
and children.’”89
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This was one of the first attempts to establish homes for those in need, but it was far from
the last. As Minnesota grew in population, so did the need. Once significant immigrant
groups were established in the state, they too began the work of caring for those in need,
especially those who were members of their own communities.
Orphanages
The Augustana Orphanage at Vasa, Minnesota was not only one of the earliest
orphanages established, but it was also founded due to a particularly tragic situation. In
1865, a man named Mikolo Erikson and his family immigrated to Minnesota from
Sweden. Shortly after their arrival Erikson and his wife died leaving four children
without anyone to care for them. Death of parents is tragic, the death of parents when the
children are in a new land without any family or friends much worse. This sums up the
particular need for immigrant communities. Who can care for the surviving children
when there is no family? In this particular case, Rev. Eric Norelius took the children to
his congregation in Red Wing and asked for help. The congregation turned the basement
of the church into a home for the children and called a woman from Stockholm,
Wisconsin, named “Aunt Brita” (no actual name given) to be the matron of the fledgling
orphanage. The home was moved to Vasa in 1876, and that same year the Minnesota
Conference of the Augustana Synod took over the care of the home. The orphanage at
Vasa faced its fair share of tragedy, a tornado killed five children, and on another
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occasion, the home burned to the ground. However, the church always rebuilt the home,
and in 1910 the orphanage provided a home and care for seventy-five children.90
There were a number of other Norwegian Lutheran orphanages located in Lake
Park, MN, established in1895; Wild Rice, Twin Valley, MN, established in 1898. There
was the Bethesda Orphanage established in 1905 by the Lutheran Free Church. Lutheran
women consistently played a role in running and supporting these homes. Occasionally
deaconesses were assigned to orphanages as well.
More on orphanages follows particularly in the fourth chapter on Catholic
women. Catholic sisters were by far the largest private provider of orphan care. The state
also cared for a large number of orphans, which may be why there were fewer immigrant
Protestant orphanages than one might expect.
Homes for the Elderly
Providing housing and services to the elderly was another area that both
immigrant deaconesses and lay Christian women found important. The options open to
poor elderly individuals were bleak indeed in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Minnesota had poorhouses and country poor farms, but life was not
comfortable there; in fact, some people at the time believed that starvation and death
were considered preferable.91 In some cases, unfortunately, that may have been the
alternative. In addition to the rather unpleasant reputation and reality of the poor houses
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and country poor farms, neither of these options were specifically designed to cope with
needs of the elderly.
Christian women were at the forefront of the homes for the aged movement in
Minnesota, and immigrant women were no exception to this. In fact, care for the elderly
was of extra concern for immigrant populations. While sometimes family units
immigrated together, often they did not, which meant there were aging immigrants
lacking close family members who would have traditionally taken on the task of caring
them.
The Lyngblomsten and other Early Homes for the Elderly
The Lyngblomsten Society was the first Norwegian women’s organization created
to build and maintain a home for the elderly in the entire country. Eleven NorwegianAmerican women established the organization which eventually grew to twenty different
homes serving about nine hundred people twenty years later. The first president and
charter member of the organization was a woman by the name of Anna Qvale Fergstad.92
She had originally gathered a group of women together to form a literary club in 1903,
but by the end of the first year she proposed they work together to provide elderly
Norwegians a place to spend their last years of life. It was not until 1912 that enough
funds were raised in order to build the Lyngblomsten. The first resident was able to move
in November of that year.93

92

93

Helen W. Bjorhus, “Old Peoples’ Homes,” Souvenir: Norse-American Women 1825-1925, 146.

Lyngblomsten, “From Books to Bricks: History of the Lyngblomsten,”
http://www.lyngblomsten.org/about-us/history/.

104
It was important to the early members and residents to establish that the
Lyngblomsten was not a poor house; it was a home of dignity for the deserving elder
members of their society. Life for the residents was pleasant. The home was located on
ten acres of land, and residents were expected to help out with chores as they were able.
In fact, it must be noted that the running of the home did not rest solely on the residents;
there were volunteers, maids, a cook, and a janitor.94
Inspired by the Lyngblomsten a group of Duluth women formed their own society
with the aim of establishing a home for the aged in 1910. The results of this endeavor was
the Aftenro Old People’s Home which was owned and operated by the Afterno Society of
Duluth. The first president and founding member was Mrs. John J. Moe along with seven
other women. The Afterno and the Lyngblomsten shared the privilege of being the only
two Norwegian-American homes for the aged completely owned and run by women.95
There were other homes for the elderly established around the turn of the
twentieth century by Norwegian-Minnesotans. Glenwood in Glenwood in 1914 which
belonged to the Norwegian Lutheran Church; Bethesda in Willmar (not to be confused
with the Augustana Bethesda) run by the Lutheran Free Church; Elim in Minneapolis
which belonged to the Norwegian-Danish Methodist Church; and Ebenezer in
Minneapolis which was independent but received support from the Norwegian Lutheran
Church.96 Ebenezer was established in 1916 and three years later the Woman’s Auxiliary
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of Ebenezer Old Folk’s Home was established with 114 members. The purpose of the
auxiliary was to work for the Home and to “render assistance in its equipment and to
bring cheer and comfort to the residents.” During its first year of existence, membership
ballooned to 402, gaining recruits from more than twenty different Lutheran churches.
The auxiliary supplied the Home with furnishing amounting to about $10,000 in the first
year, and the second year the women were able to install laundry equipment and supply
linens and hospital supplies.97
The Augustana Synod also established homes for the elderly. The need of a home
for elderly was suggested at the Minnesota Conference of the Augustana Synod annual
convention in 1902. After a commission found the need was indeed real, the members
voted to support such an endeavor at the next annual conference. Twenty-three acres of
land was secured near Green Lake, near Chisago City, and the Bethesda Home for the
Aged was open in 1904 with space for twenty-four residents. In 1917, a new home was
built with a larger capacity of beds. The home ran as part of the Bethesda Hospital
system, always being included in annual reports for the hospital. The matron of the house
was a woman by the name of Martha Mattson, who held the position from its founding in
1904. It appears the Bethesda deaconesses did not regularly work at the Home for the
Aged.98
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City Missions for Young Women
This particular charitable outreach needs to be prefaced. While Victorian
sensibilities may have preached that a woman’s place was within the home, reality told a
vastly different story. In 1900, over 9,000 women were employed in Minneapolis alone.
Of these 9,000, half of these women lived alone, away from their homes and families.
Forty percent of the female workforce was made up of immigrants, primarily
Scandinavian and German. There was appalling wage inequality of the time and working
women of the day were facing a crisis. The average working women in those days earned
a meager three to four dollars a week, which was not even enough to afford lodging. 99
The lack of legal protections for working women were the primary culprit for the salary
inequality, but there was also a general belief that a working woman was being supported
by a family, and she was earning nothing but “pin money.” This was untrue, but that was
the rationale. Various organizations tried to help the young women who were facing such
hardships, the largest in Minneapolis being the Women’s Christian Association (WCA),
which took on the task of providing affordable housing for the women. These affordable
women’s houses were half boarding house, half supervised substitute parents designed to
keep the young women respectable.100 Unfortunately, the WCA boarding houses were
only open to young, white women; women of color or mothers were not welcome.101
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There were immigrant church-run versions of these boarding houses. Sadly, there
is little information left on many of these organizations besides the basic fact of their
existence. The Norwegian Lutheran Church had three rescue homes for girls located in
Minneapolis, Fargo, and Sioux Falls. In 1924 these homes cared for 242 adults and 215
infants (these homes surely did not follow the same model as the WCA boarding houses
since there were so many children). There was also the Luther Home Minneapolis
(established in 1904) and the Hospice for Young Women, Minneapolis (1918) which
both catered to young women.102
One of the few immigrant-run homes for young women that have left records is
the Augustana Mission Cottage, which was run by the Minnesota chapter of the Women’s
Mission Association of the Augustana Synod.103 The cottage was established in 1896 by a
group including Deaconess Cecilia Nelson and Pastor Carl Petri. The original plan for the
cottage was to provide a place for the poor, sick, needy, and the orphaned. However, by
the time the cottage opened, the first residents were generally young working women
(often the daughters of Swedish farmers), though it appears the mission provided support
to various people in need such as the occasional orphan or people recovering from
ailments. The Mission Cottage was a pay-as-you-can establishment. In theory the
Mission Cottage was there to serve anyone, but it appears young Swedes were the
primary residents.104 In 1915 the synod reported that that Mission Cottage had received
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180 girls during the year, so by that time, it seemed to be serving young women almost
exclusively, and from the sheer numbers, it appears it was not providing long-term
housing.105
The Norwegian Lutherans created a similar institution. The Lutheran Inner
Mission Society was founded in 1907 by a group of Lutherans, both male and female.
The Mission was located in the old Asbury Hospital at 828 6th St. South. The hospital
was refashioned as a home for student and working girls. The Women’s Inner Mission
began as a young women’s home, but over time it acquired more missions making it
resemble something between a women’s home and a settlement house. The women
organized the next year and created the Women’s Inner Mission League of Minneapolis.
All Lutheran women could join the League. The president was Rebecca Dahl, who would
later be instrumental in the forming of the Women’s Federation of the United Lutheran
Church three years later. The women of the League assisted in remodeling the building
which was named the Hospice for Young Women. Once the building was opened the
women of the League realized that a kindergarten and nursery was needed in that section
of the city. To meet that need, they purchased a building and moved it next to the
Hospice and opened both a kindergarten and a nursery school. Later the Hospice was
remodeled again, and the schools were included in the main building and called the
Luther Home. The women of the League also brought in deaconesses and paid for their
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work at the Inner Mission. By 1924, the Inner Mission ran the Hospice for women, the
Luther Home and Annex, and a summer camp at Lake Pepin.106
Concluding Thoughts on Women in the Church
There is a clear progression that defines this section. Small church organizations,
typically the ladies’ aid, came first. Then a federation of ladies’ aid would come together,
and the women would take on bigger projects, often international missions. The
deaconess movement coincided with much of this organization, but they were
concentrated to hospitals and a few other church missions, generally in leadership
positions.
For many women civil engagement happened first in the church, but then it
moved out into the larger society. Political engagement was a natural progression,
particularly the issue of temperance which appealed to a great number of Christian
women. This political engagement is to what we now turn.
Christian Women in the World
Thus far, the narrative has focused on church organizations led by women.
Through religious organizations, they were able to accomplish much and provide an
incredible amount of services to those in need. There were a significant number of these
same women who engaged in organizations outside of the church as well. Many of the
Christian immigrant women were focused on both temperance and suffrage, both in the
church and in petitioning the government.
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Immigrants and Suffrage
The cause of woman’s suffrage found particular support among the
Scandinavians. One of the most notable Norwegian-American women of the time was
Alma Pettersen Guttersen, who was discussed at the beginning of the chapter. Her
husband’s political prominence certainly aided Guttersen in her many social and
charitable works. The book she co-edited, Norse-American Women 1825-1925, contained
examples of Norwegian-American support for universal suffrage. When the book was
published in 1925 the fight for the right to vote had been won; however, it also included a
speech given in 1915 from the perspective of someone who had just visited Norway (a
country that had universal suffrage by that point). The speech is a general account of a
visit to Norway, with a further discussion of women’s rights in Norway. A significant
portion of the speech is worth perusal since it represents an important viewpoint of the
time. The home of their birth had now given women more rights than these NorwegianAmerican women had at the time:
The first victory came in 1854 when the law placed the daughters under the same
inheritance laws at the sons. In 1864 women were legally allowed to enter the
business world. In 1882 the university opened its doors to women, and as a result
in 1884 they were allowed to take a commercial examination. In 1888, twentyfive years after the first law of privileges to the unmarried woman, the married
woman received the same and additional privileges. In 1889 they had the
privilege of being elected on the schoolboard; in 1894 they were allowed to be
active partakers in social meetings; in 1900 they were elected on the board of
charity; in 1901 they received a very restricted ballot; in 1902 they served on the
jury; in 1903 they were given a ballot in church affairs; in 1903 the first women
took her degree as “Doctor of Philosophy” at the University of Christiania; in
1904 they were allowed to practice before the bar of justice; in 1906 the first
woman was named as Adjunct; in 1907 they were given a State Ballot, and in
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1910 full suffrage or Universal Ballot.. . . Apparently suffrage has not caused the
slightest neglect of home duties.107
The desire for the vote was not limited to this group of Norwegian Americans. In
fact, there was a unified Scandinavian suffrage movement within Minnesota. The
Scandinavian Woman Suffrage Association (SWSA) was formed in 1907 (incidentally
that was the same year tax-paying women gained the right to vote in Norway) and open
to people who were either first or second-generation immigrants of Scandinavian descent.
The fact that women’s suffrage in all Scandinavian countries had progressed more than in
the United States in 1907 added a certain status to the SWSA.108 The creation of a
Scandinavian suffrage club was politically savvy. Creating a pan-Scandinavian club gave
the organization far greater influence than had they broken into distinct groups based on
ethnic lines. The direction of the club tended to be influenced by the president. When the
club was led by a Norwegian-American (Jenova Martin), the club focused on Norwegian
cultural events. When a Swedish-American (Nanny Mattson Jaeger) took over, Swedish
membership increased, and emphasis shifted into a more Swedish direction. Perhaps
ironically, Jaeger was a staunch assimilationist, as many were at the time, but she
understood the power of having an ethnic organization and used it to her advantage.109
Running counter to the popular opinion that only upper-class women were involved in
suffrage, around half of the women in the SWSA were married to “laborers.” The SWSA
did not charge dues, which undoubtedly made joining easier for women who had low
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incomes. Regardless the demographics show that Scandinavians of a variety of social
classes cared about the cause. 110 There is evidence that support for universal suffrage
was creeping into all areas of life. For example, “In 1918 a debate was staged, in which
three women and three men debated, “Woman’s Suffrage in the Church” at Grace
Lutheran Church in Mankato.111
Temperance
There was mixed reaction from immigrant communities on the issue of
temperance. Scandinavians, especially among the Norwegians, tended to be heavily
recruited by the WTCU and receptive to the message. In the 1898 report of the WCTU a
Norwegian woman by the name of Ulrikka Bruun, of Chicago, reported on their progress
in recruiting Norwegian women in the upper Midwest to the cause. She wrote:
I have held fifty meetings in Minnesota, thirty in Wisconsin, and four in North
Dakota, since February 9, 1898, mostly in Norwegian, and chiefly among the
Lutherans. I worked under the directorship of the Minnesota State W.C.T.U in
July and August, and organized in all eight new unions, being fortunate in
winning the most prominent ladies in each place for the cause and enlisting them
as leaders.112
Bruun came to Minnesota to rally support for the cause, which according to her report,
she was successful.
There were numerous examples Minnesota women of Scandinavian decent who
participated in and or ran local chapters. One example of a committed Norwegian
Lutheran woman was Gena Kirkwald Glasoe from Northfield, who was active in her
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church, St. Johns’s Lutheran in Northfield. She was corresponding secretary of the
Southern Minnesota district of the Norwegian Church of American, and was president of
the Northfield chapter of the WCTU.113
Another group of immigrants that rallied around the temperance cause were the
Finns. In fact, the very founding of Finnish congregations in Northeast Minnesota were
fundamentally intertwined with temperance societies. Though the first group of Finnish
immigrants came to Minnesota in 1864, it wasn’t until 1900 that the United State even
started listing Finnish as an ethnicity on the census. Finnish immigration to Minnesota
was smaller and typically later than that of the Swedes and Norwegians, yet Minnesota
still had the second largest Finnish population in the country in the year 1920, with a little
more than 29,000 foreign born residents.114 Finns overwhelmingly settled in Northeastern
and Central Minnesota. Religiously all Finns had been at least nominal members of the
Lutheran State Church in Finland, though once in the United States, the Finns left
organized religion in droves. If they did continue to worship, they were most likely
members of either the Apostolic Lutheran Church (the Laestadians), the Finnish
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (Suomi Synod—this was most similar of the
three to the state church in Finland), or the Finnish-American National Evangelical
Lutheran Church.115
Between 1886 and 1940, Minnesota Finns founded more than fifty temperance
societies. The first, Pohjan Leimu (Northern Light) Society Tower, was founded in 1886
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by forty-eight men and women. While many of the societies were short-lived, there were
still sixteen societies in active in Minnesota in 1941.116 These Finnish Temperance
societies also served as co-ed social clubs and institutions in which to keep the Finnish
culture alive. While it appears that members being disciplined or ejected from the club
was a frequent occurrence (for example, 110 people were ejected from the Virginia Valon
Tuote club in 1902 alone), forgiveness and readmittance to the clubs was just as
frequent.117 The culturally ethnic lodge was not the only temperance organization in
which the Finns joined. The Finns formed a larger political society called the Finnish
Total Abstinence Society which joined with other groups (such as the WCTU, the IOGT,
the Minnesota Total Abstinence Association, among others) to form the Minnesota Dry
Federation in 1917.118
Not all immigrants supported temperance; in fact, many felt that the fight for
temperance was actually the white upper-middle class trying to impose their values on
everyone else. It is generally accepted that German immigrants opposed temperance.
Generalizations are, of course, just that and there are instances of German women joining
the English-speaking temperance unions. These women tended to be Methodists or
members of other evangelical churches, as opposed to be being Lutheran, Catholic, or
Jewish, who were far more likely to oppose temperance.119 Temperance support among
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the German Methodists demonstrates a larger commitment to sobriety among Methodists
in America.
German Americans were vocal in their opposition to temperance laws early in
Minnesota’s history, but as the passing of the prohibition approached, Germans had to
move their opposition to the backseat. The First World War created an atmosphere that
was hostile to German-American immigrants. German Americans were forced to
downplay, or in some cases, completely deny, their German heritage, and the fight
against temperance paled in comparison when contending with people who were
suggesting German Americans should be interned or deported.120
Conclusion
Immigrant Protestant women is such a broad category that there is sometimes
more differences than similarities between the women in this chapter. Many women did
organize and create ladies aid groups or equivalent groups at local churches. Of that
group, some participated in larger denomination-wide groups. Some women became
involved in politics, fighting for either suffrage or temperance or both. Of the major
immigrant groups at the time, the Scandinavians organized more and were more
politically active than the Germans. German women tended to oppose suffrage and
temperance (opposing suffrage was more than likely related to the overall opposition to
temperance among German communities). There were plenty of cases where they
organized local church ladies’ groups, but as in the case of the Missouri Synod, they did
not create a federation of women’s groups until the 1940s.
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Why did women organize? For a number of reasons, but the one that stands out
the most is to influence the world around them in a variety of ways. Women did not have
the right to vote for government representatives. They generally did not have a vote in
local churches or denominational leadership either. They did have determination and
impressive fundraising skills which allowed them to support what they cared about.
Many times their goals corresponded with the goals of the denomination or at a minimum
supplemented them. Other times, it was a way to achieve things they cared about that the
church leadership perhaps did not find a priority. They may not have put it so bluntly, but
it was a way in which they could take control over aspects of society and the church
while remaining within the respectable boundaries of the church.

CHAPTER 4
CATHOLIC WOMEN
Catholic women have been active in social reform activities in Minnesota since
the early 1850s. The Catholic Sisters were among the very first women to provide
education and healthcare in the territory, and they quickly moved into a wide variety of
other social services. Lay Catholic women, however, did not participate in large numbers
until the beginning of the twentieth century—a fifty-year lag from that of their
consecrated sisters. Once lay women did begin to engage in reform, they were
enthusiastic and their accomplishments impressive. The differences between these two
groups of Catholic women need to be examined within the larger Catholic context. A
brief look at the development of the St. Paul Archdiocese puts the women’s activities into
perspective.
The following chapter is broken into sections that follow a rough chronological
order beginning with the establishment of the St. Paul Archdiocese and the arrival of the
first Catholic Sisters to the state. An examination of the diverse ministries of the Catholic
Sisters follows. The temperance movement and the introduction of lay Catholic women
to that cause leads into the final section on lay Catholic women and their efforts to
organize and provide a number of social services.
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Christianity Comes to the Wilderness
In the very beginning days of Minnesota, the small population was made up of
primarily Native American, French Canadians and mixed-race voyageurs who worked as
trappers, traders, interpreters, and guides for the soldiers at Fort Snelling. Whiskey and
fur trading dominated in a society that had little concern for city planning or settling
down. Within these rowdy and unplanned beginnings, the Catholic Church established
itself since many early settlers were Catholic, at least nominally.1
In 1840, Father Dubuque sent Father Lucien Galtier to minister to the French
Canadians in the new make-shift town, Pig’s Eye, named after a local whiskey trader.
The first church, named St. Paul, was nothing but a modest log cabin, and it was built in a
few days by volunteers and overseen by Father Galtier.2 A new diocese in the Minnesota
territory was founded in 1851, with Joseph Cretin as the first bishop. One of Cretin’s first
goals was to provide education facilities for his rather poor and sparsely populated new
diocese.3 The diocese of St. Paul covered all of Minnesota and the Dakotas for a total of
166,000 square miles. The first worshipers were primarily Canadian, French, and Irish.4
In a report that Cretin sent to Lyons, France on the condition of his diocese he wrote that
were there 3,000 Catholics, 1,000 heretics, and 27,000 infidels.5
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The Catholic church arrived early in Minnesota, but its influence was not evenly
spread across the state, as it was much stronger in St. Paul than it was in Minneapolis.
There were a number of wealthy and influential Catholics in St. Paul, and there was an
integration of Catholicism into St. Paul society that was unseen in many other cities in the
state. For example, even when there were a good number of Catholics living in
Minneapolis, the majority were relegated to the working class and never had the
influence that was seen in St. Paul. Daniel J. Fisher, the priest of St. Anthony Falls,
described the Catholic situation in 1852 as such: “The Catholics are very poor here—and
what is worse very irreligious and indifferent . . ..”6 Eventually the Catholic position
improved from its meager start in Minneapolis; however, the town stayed heavily
Protestant, and dominated by wealthy New Englanders well into the twentieth century.7
In contrast, Catholics in St. Paul had a champion in James Hill, the railroad tycoon, who
was not Catholic himself, but his wife was a deeply pious Catholic. Catholicism also had
particular influence in Duluth, Rochester, and the St. Cloud area. The dominance of St.
Paul can be seen in the fact that the local church archdiocese was originally called the
Archdiocese of St. Paul, and even today, while both cities are listed, St. Paul is first: The
Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis.
By the 1880s, Catholicism had a forty-year history in the state, and its influence
was seen at all levels. For example, when John Ireland took over as bishop in 1884, there
was a robust Catholic community in the state. There were 147 priests, 195 churches,
twenty-nine seminarians, six religious communities of men and fourteen for women, two
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hospitals, two asylums and protectories, ten academies and boarding schools for young
women and a population of about 130,000 Catholics.8
Any investigation of Catholicism in Minnesota would be incomplete without at
least a brief mention of Archbishop John Ireland. He was arguably the single most
influential Catholic in Minnesota history. He also appears in the background, and
occasionally on the forefront, of many of the female-led ministries detailed in this
chapter. Born in 1838 in Ireland, his family immigrated to America when he was a boy,
and they settled in St. Paul in 1852. Seeing intelligence and ambition in this young
immigrant, Bishop Cretin sent him to France to be trained as a priest.9 Ireland returned to
St. Paul after his training and was appointed the pastor of the St. Paul Cathedral. He was
made Coadjutor of the diocese, along with Bishop Grace (the bishop that had followed
Joseph Cretin), with the right to succession in December 1875.10 Ireland was made full
bishop of St. Paul when Bishop Grace resigned in 1884 due to his age and poor health.11
Ireland was a patriot and a reformer; he was a promoter of women’s education, women’s
reform, and racial equality. He was a true product of the Progressive Era. Next to the
Church, he loved nothing more than his country. He once preached:
There is no conflict between the Catholic Church and America. I speak beneath
the Cathedral dome as an American citizen no less than as a Catholic bishop. The
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Church is the mother of my faith, the guardian of my hopes for eternity; America
is my country, the protectress of my liberty and of my fortunes on earth.12
His love for country could be seen consistently through his life from his volunteer
chaplaincy in the Civil War to his efforts to Americanize the Catholics in his diocese.
This Americanization repeatedly shows up in various ministries in this chapter. For
example, the Minneapolis League of Women at one point described every single one of
their ministries as a version of Americanization.
However, it is necessary to go back to the beginning now to truly understand what
happened after 1880. The beginning of Catholic women’s engagement in reform in
Minnesota was with the arrival of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet.
Catholic Sisters in Minnesota
Volumes upon volumes could be written about what the various orders of
Catholic Sisters have accomplished in Minnesota. Their contributions, particularly in the
areas of education and healthcare, simply cannot be exaggerated. There were a number of
different orders who were present in the state, including the Sisters of St. Joseph, the
Sisters of St. Benedict, the Franciscan Sisters, the Sisters of Notre Dame, Sisters of St.
Francis, the Visitation Sisters, the Little Sisters of the Poor, the Sisters of the Poor
Shepherd, and the Sisters of Mercy. This chapter will primarily focus on the Sisters of St.
Joseph and the Sisters of St. Benedict because they were, and continue to be, the two
largest orders; however, many of the other orders are mentioned at least in passing in
relation to various missions and outreaches around the state.
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The Foundations and Early Days of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet
The Catholic Sisters have a history in Minnesota older than the state itself. While
there were a few orders that had passed through the state, such as the Grey Sisters who
briefly taught on their way to Canada, the first permanent community of Sisters was
established in 1851 at the bidding of the new bishop of the newly established diocese.
Immediately after his appointment, Bishop Joseph Cretin sought out Catholic sisters to
minister in his new diocese. He applied to Rt. Rev. Bishop Kenrick of St. Louis for a
colony of sisters from the Sisters of St. Joseph, the Mother House located in Carondelet, a
suburb in St. Louis.13 The Sisters’ own history specifies he “begged” them to come after
a few other orders had turned him down, but regardless of the circumstance, Mother
Celestine, the Superioress of the order, accepted the call, enticed particularly by her
desire to reach the populations of Native American who lived in the Minnesota Territory.
The Sisters who arrived in St. Paul by river on a November night in 1851 were “Mother
St. John Fournier of France, Sr. Mary Philomene of France, Sr. Scholastica Vasques[,] . .
. a Creole born in St. Louis, and Sr. Francis Joseph Ivory of Loretto, Pennsylvania.”14
The sisters took up residence in a log-cabin “shanty” as one of the sisters later
described it, and almost immediately after their arrival, the sisters started St. Joseph’s
academy for girls in that very same location. Sr. Frances Joseph taught English and Sr.
Philomene taught French (the French-Canadian make-up of many of the citizens of St.
13
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Paul made the French necessary). The school opened to fourteen students. Immediately,
some rather prominent members of early Minnesota society began sending their
daughters to the school: Henry Rice’s daughter, Martha, Mary Fridley, daughter of the
Major, and Mary Bottineau from St. Anthony were all early boarders.15 The girls were
taught various subjects such as reading, math, grammar, geography, history, chemistry,
literature, music, botany, and sewing. By 1852 there were so many students a new
building needed to be built. The story of the Sisters is one largely of education expansion.
By 1897, they operated fourteen separate educational establishments and nine parochial
schools.16
Three Important Catholic Women
There were a few women who shaped both the community and the direction of
missions of the Sisters of St. Joseph through their years of growth, and interestingly, all
three of these influential women were students of that very first Academy. Before further
examining the works of the Sisters throughout these years, it makes sense to stop a
moment and briefly examine three particularly influential Catholic women: Mother
Seraphine Ireland and Mother Celestine Howard, two Catholic Sisters, and one lay
Catholic woman named Mary Mehegen Hill.
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Mother Seraphine Ireland (Neé Ellen Ireland)
Ellen Ireland would eventually become the Superioress of the Sisters of St. Joseph
Province. She led many ministries and was one of the driving forces behind the
establishment of the College of St. Catherine. Before any of that, she was a poor
immigrant brought to St. Paul as a child. She was born in 1842 in Ireland, came to the
United States in 1849, and finally settled in St. Paul in 1852 with her family, including
her brother John, who would become the archbishop.17 Ellen Ireland attended St.
Joseph’s Academy as part of the first class of students. After she graduated, she, along
with her cousin Ellen Howard, entered the novitiate together. Ireland received the name
Sister Seraphine.18 After receiving the habit, Sister Seraphine taught at St. Joseph’s
Academy, demonstrating significant skill as an educator. In 1863, she was sent to St.
Louis to run the St. Joseph’s academy there. Being sent to the South during the Civil War
certainly must have been an experience for the young nun. Py her brother’s request, who
was at that time the influential pastor of St. Paul’s Cathedral, she was moved back to St.
Paul in 1868. She was appointed the Provincial Assistant in St. Paul at her return, and
directress of St. Joseph’s Academy in St. Paul. Four years later she became the superior
at the new school in Hastings called St. Theresa’s. She was transferred again to St.
Anthony in 1874, where she continued to teach. In 1881, she was moved to run the
Orphan Asylum, and one year later she was appointed Provincial Superior of the
Province of St. Paul for the Sisters of St. Joseph, a position she held for thirty-nine years.

17

18

Sr. Helen Angela, Mother Seraphine Ireland, 8-10.

To avoid confusion with her brother the Archbishop, from this point on, she will be referred to
as Sister or Mother Seraphine, while her brother will be referred to as Archbishop Ireland.

125
Her time as Superior was marked by exceptional growth of the order and marked
accomplishments for the Sisters including the establishment of thirty-seven new
institutions, including the creation of the College of St. Catherine’s.19 A more detailed list
of her accomplishments during her tenure as Provincial Superior include:
The thirty-seven institutions opened during her years as superior, from 1882 to
1921, except for five hospitals and St. Agatha's Conservatory in St. Paul, all were
schools in rural areas and nearly all were in Bishop Ireland's colonies. At one time
or another the Sisters of St. Joseph taught in Kilkenny (Minnesota), Marshall,
Currie, Avoca, Iona, and Fulda. They also had schools at Anoka, Bird Island, Le
Sueur, Morris, Le Center, St. Peter, Olivia, and White Bear. Schools which were
closed because they were unsuccessful dropped out of mind completely. Failure
did not exist for Mother Seraphine and what might have been done was not a
proper subject of conversation. Summing up in 1921, Sister Wilfrida Hogan, who
was superior of the convent at Marshall for many years, wrote, "Since 1882, the
watchword has been 'Progress.' Build, increase in number, spread out, and strive
for the means of doing so. This we did, and we are still striving. It is now part of
our life.”20
Perhaps her crowning achievement was the establishment of the College of St.
Catherine’s in St. Paul of which a further examination follows. Mother Seraphine retired
in 1921 from her position as Province Superior. At the time of her retirement, the Sisters
of St. Joseph were teaching at St. Catherine’s, in seven academies, and in forty parish
schools, administering in five hospitals, supervising residence halls at the Seminary and
the College of St. Thomas, and working in a Catholic Infant Home, a home for unwed
mothers (the last three were not typical work for Catholic Sisters).21
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Before Mother Seraphine’s death she burned all her papers and correspondence,
as did her brother, the archbishop. From external sources, it is evident that the two Ireland
siblings continued to have a close relationship after each had entered the Church. Once
Archbishop Ireland was able to wield influence in the diocese, he recalled his sister from
her position teaching in the South back to Minnesota. While a relationship is certain, it is
unclear how much influence Mother Seraphine had on her brother. The College of St.
Catherine’s published an anniversary booklet recounting the day when the college first
opened. They describe Mother Seraphine, Mother Celestine, and Archbishop Ireland
riding together in a sleigh for him to give the first mass.22 The image of the three family
members celebrating their combined achievement is telling. Both brother and sister
wanted St. Catherine’s to be the premier Catholic women’s college in the country. Was
that goal first Mother Seraphine’s that she pushed him to help her accomplish? Or did
Ireland want a women’s school to complement his already-established men’s college, the
University of St. Thomas? Or perhaps, most likely, each sibling felt this was the logical
next step to elevate the Church, the diocese, the Sisters of St. Joseph, and the young
Catholic women who attended the new school.
Mother Celestine (Neé Ellen Howard)
Ellen Howard was the orphaned cousin of the Ireland siblings, but she and her
two siblings were raised by the Irelands after the death of her own parents. She and Ellen
(Mother Seraphine) were close friends growing up. She graduated from St. Joseph’s
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Academy along with her cousin. Upon taking the habit, she took the name Sister
Celestine.23 Howard would also have a successful career within the order. She became
the Mother Superior of St. Agatha’s:
Mother Celestine was the superior of St. Agatha's from 1884 until her death in
1915. As Sister Wilfrida indicated, the conservatory was at first intended as a
home for the sisters teaching in the parochial schools, but the financial return to
be derived from teaching the arts soon determined its purpose.
The house had been the scene of a grisly murder, and no one wanted to buy the house, so
the sisters were able to obtain the house at a reasonable price.24
A third Ireland sibling was a prominent Sister in the Twin Cities as well. Sister St.
John Ireland (neé Eliza) (not to be confused with her brother) was the directress of the
School of the Immaculate Conception in Minneapolis and the superior of the convent and
the Academy of Holy Angels, a large and fashionable boarding school for girls, until her
death in 1897.25
There seems to be no coincidence that two sisters and a close cousin of the
archbishop were all elevated to prominent positions within the archdiocese. It was wellknown that Ireland helped his own people, either family or Irish immigrants. Perhaps the
Ireland family all shared the trait of ambition.
Mary Mehegan Hill
The last woman to be discussed in detail has a less direct involvement in the
Sisters’ work, but the influence is undeniable nonetheless. Mary Mehegan was born in
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1846, the daughter of Irish immigrants. In 1850, her family moved to St. Paul. Three
years later, her father died, leaving her family destitute. She credited the Sisters of St.
Joseph with saving her and her family from complete ruin during the hard years after her
father’s death. She was a student at St. Joseph’s Academy and was friends with Ellen
Ireland and Ellen Howard. She also was well acquainted with John Ireland as a child, a
relationship he used to his advantage later in life.
In 1863, Mehegan’s fortunes drastically changed when she met an ambitious upand-coming business man named James Hill. It would have been a surprisingly match at
the time, as Mehegan was working at a restaurant in a hotel that Hill liked to frequent.26
Despite the fact that Hill was a Protestant, Megehan’s priest Father Caillet (she also
considered him her protector) enthusiastically supported the match. While
Catholic/Protestant matches were generally frowned upon, the Church understood the
benefits of having a devout believer married to such a wealthy and influential
businessman. In fact, “Father Caillet packed Mary off to a convent in Milwaukee to
acquire the social graces required for the wife of a substantial businessman. It would not
do for this Catholic wife to be a social embarrassment.”27 The Hills were married in
Archbishop Ireland’s home since they could not be married in the Church, because Hill
refused to convert. The decision to endorse the marriage of Megehan to a Protestant
would be financially advantageous. The Hills provided generous financial support to the
Diocese of St. Paul over the years, from funding the St. Paul Seminary to helping the
Sisters of the Good Shepherd rebuilt after a tornado. Mary Hill’s major contribution to
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the church can be seen throughout the numerous financial contributions—a Protestant
such as Hill would have never spent so much money on the Church without her influence.
At the dedication of the St. Paul Seminary, Hill said he made the donation “in recognition
of the depth of devotion and strength of character of a Catholic woman—his wife.”28
Mary Hill would continue to be a pious Catholic throughout her entire life. Her
relationship with the archbishop was surprisingly frosty, however. She maintained a close
relationship with other friends from her childhood, including Mother Seraphine, but she
kept the archbishop at a distance. Ireland was an undeniably ambitious man and used his
relationship with the Hills to his advantage. It is possible Mary Hill recognized this and
resented it, but that is mere speculation.29
All three of the aforementioned women had significant influence on the Catholic
church and society in the nineteenth century. Mother Seraphine was busy building and
expanding the missions of the Sister of St. Joseph. Ellen Howard maintained a close
relationship with the Irelands and maintained prominent positions within the diocese. It
seems likely she was involved in building St. Catherine’s along with her two cousins
considering her position in the sleigh headed to the first mass. Mary Hill was exceedingly
generous to the diocese through her fortune and continued to maintain relationships with
numerous Sisters. All three women wielded authority and influence that would have been
rather unusual in those years, though they maintained respectable positions. Mother
Seraphine and Ellen Howard were Catholic Sisters working within the church to
accomplish God’s Kingdom, even though their ambition (especially in the case of Mother
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Seraphine) is obvious. Mary Hill continued to be the dutiful and faithful wife, a devoted
Catholic mother, and she preferred to stay behind the scenes, letting her husband publicly
donate funds. There is no doubt who was behind the generous financial support to the
diocese, and it was not the Protestant railroad man.
The Many Missions of the Sisters of St. Joseph
From their arrival until today, the Sisters of Joseph were fully integrated into the
community, engaging in a wide variety of ministries. Their largest contributions were in
the areas of education and healthcare, but the Sisters went where they were needed, and
they were involved in a variety of activities. What follows is a limited selection of the
many ministries the Sisters ran throughout the state. These particular ministries were
selected to demonstrate both some to the Sister’s early challenges and the variety of
missions in which they engaged. Also included are some of the Sisters’ most impressive
accomplishments.
Mission to the Winnebago
A desire to reach Native Americans was one of the reasons the Sisters had agreed
to send Sisters to Minnesota in the first place, and they were interested in getting
involved in Native American missions almost immediately. Before the Sisters had come
to Minnesota, the Winnebago Native Americans, better known as the Ho-Chunk today,
had been removed to Long Prairie. Many of the Winnebago were Catholic, and shortly
after the Sisters arrived, the Sisters staffed this short-lived Long Prairie “Indian Mission”
[sic] under the guidance of an Italian priest by the name of Father De Vivaldi. Long
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Prairie was 100 miles from St. Paul and it took the Sisters four days to ride there.30 The
Sisters were there to teach both the boys and girls (most of the Sisters’ other schools were
only for girls); they were also supposed to “civilize them.” The outreach was small; only
two sisters were consistently posted there (though there was a fair amount of turnover).
The mission was closed when the state moved the Native population up to Blue Earth in
1855, and the sisters returned to St. Paul.31 The Sister’s account expressed significant
sadness at having to end their mission. Despite the original desire to work with Native
American populations in the state, this was the only mission that the Sisters of St. Joseph
conducted. It is unclear why this aspect of their mission was so quickly abandoned.
Education Expansion for the Sisters of St. Joseph
In 1853, the second most important city in Minnesota was St. Anthony Falls, and
while it was generally rather poor and sparely populated, that is where the Sisters of St.
Joseph established their second mission, named St. Mary’s. Sisters Philomene Vilaine
and Ursula Murphy established the mission, though they were replaced the next year with
a permanent staff led by Mother Scholastica Valesquez as the Superioress. Besides a
chapel, convent, and school, they housed a few orphans. The community in St. Anthony
Falls was troubled with poverty and economic problems: “The school was numerically
small, the tuition was only fifty cents a month, several of the poorer scholars being free;
the income, therefore was very limited. The receipts for 1854 were $197.53 and the
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expenses were $203.70.”32 The school was even forced to temporarily close in 1860, but
was able to reopen later that same year. Sister Celestine Howard was appointed as the
Superioress once the school reopened. Despite the past troubles, by 1885, a large new
building was erected and an attached high school opened.33

Other Early Missions
In 1872, German immigrants in the Hastings area requested that the Sisters
establish a presence in their city. Mother Seraphine Ireland was the first directress of the
St. Teresa’s Boarding School. However, it was quickly decided that it would be better to
have German-speaking Sisters teaching the children of these German immigrants, so the
outreach was transferred to the Sisters of St. Benedict.34 This would not be the only time
the Sisters of St. Joseph would transfer ministries to the Benedictines to accommodate the
needs or desires of German immigrants. The sisters continued to establish schools and
community around the state during the nineteenth century in towns, including, Marshall,
MN, Anoka, LeSueur, Grand Forks, North Dakota, and more schools within the Twin
Cities.
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Healthcare
The Sisters of St. Joseph are well known for their healthcare ministries, especially
in the field of nursing. It is not unusual for Catholic Sisters to minister to the sick, and
nursing became a function of the Sisters almost immediately after they arrived in
Minnesota. The Sisters first arrived in Minnesota shortly before a cholera epidemic. By
1854 things were reaching a crisis in St. Paul. The only way to St. Paul was by boat, and
passengers would contract cholera by drinking tainted river water while travelling, and
then arrive in St. Paul sick. Considering the population of Minnesota increased from
6,077 in 1850 to 172,023 in 1860, nearly all arriving by boat, it is not surprising cholera
was becoming a major problem by the middle of the decade. Add in that there was a lack
of nurses, physicians, and no actual hospital, St. Paul was experiencing a medical crisis.35
The first hospital in the state was Bishop Joseph Cretin’s home (a log cabin) and staffed
by four sisters who suddenly found themselves nurses; it soon became clear a real
hospital needed to be built. In an inspiring collaboration between faiths and cultures,
Henry Rice (a Protestant) donated the land, Bishop Cretin donated 10,000 francs (his own
inheritance), White Cloud, the Chippewa Chief, donated the lumber, and the Sisters of St.
Joseph would provide the nurses at the new St. Joseph’s Hospital in St. Paul. Thus, began
the Sisters of St. Joseph’s entry into healthcare in Minnesota.36 The sisters continued to
maintain and staff the hospital as the years went on.
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The Sisters of St. Joseph’s second hospital, and first in Minneapolis, came around
roughly thirty years later. Around the year 1882 (exact date is unknown), a group of
Sisters of Mercy opened a hospital in Minneapolis; however, they ended up abandoning
the project due to a combination of economic woes and a lack of knowledge on how to
actually run a hospital. Bishop Ireland bought the property and requested that his sister,
Mother Seraphine, send her Sisters to take over the project. The hospital was reopened
under the supervision of Mother Ignatius Loyola Cox in 1887 with the new name of St.
Mary’s Hospital. The Sisters physically cleaned and prepared to open the hospital and
later became the nursing staff.37
The College of St. Catherine’s
Despite the incredible number of schools built and run by the Sisters, there was
not a single Catholic women’s college in the state until 1904. In fact, prior to the
twentieth century, women were not even allowed to attend any Catholic college in the
entire country. St. Paul already had one Catholic College for men: the St. Thomas
Aquinas Seminary which was a Catholic boy’s high school, college, and seminary which
had been established in 1885 by Archbishop Ireland (with a significant financial donation
from the Hills).38 However, both Mother Seraphine and Archbishop Ireland wanted to
build a college for young women. Archbishop Ireland purchased the land on which St.
Catherine’s was built already in 1890, but the financial panic of 1893 halted plans, and it
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wasn’t until a generous donation of $25,000 from Hugh Derham in 1903 that the college
was able to begin building.39
The Sisters of St. Joseph announced that their college would be ready to receive
students in September of 1904, and it was considered the “third epoch in the development
of the educational work of the Sisters of St. Joseph in the Northwest.”40 It was described
as readily accessible and sufficiently secluded. The now-busy section of St. Paul was
indeed secluded and rural in the 1890s. In fact, “the locality on what is now Randolph
and Cleveland Avenues was accessible by street car to Grand and Cleveland. From there
a sandy road led to Academy Heights [future location of the college]. Along the route
there were a few farm houses.”41 However, the school was located relatively close to the
newly established St. Paul Seminary and St. Thomas College.
The Sisters of St. Joseph had the lofty aim of establishing their school as the
foremost women’s college in America. Their coursework was described as such:
The academic course consists of two sections: The Classical [classical languages,
Mathematics, Sciences, History and English Literature] and English Scientific
[for those who wish to omit Greek and Latin and study modern languages and the
Sciences].”
They also offered an array of music courses, elocution, and domestic sciences. “All the
agencies of the institution will direct their energies toward bringing to graceful perfection
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the best traits of Christian womanhood.”42 As it turned out, there were problems with
construction and the college did not open until the end of year. At the end of December,
Archbishop Ireland, along with his sister, Mother Seraphine, and cousin, Mother
Celestine, rode in and he celebrated a mass for the opening of the school.43
The opening of a Catholic woman’s college was not without controversy. An
editorial from 1891 sums it up well:
We are not here discussing the physiological question regarding the undeveloped
and therefore uncomplicated state of the average woman’s brain as compared with
a man’s; we merely accept that fact that the world has thought fit to throw open to
women almost every field of industry and intellect and therefore Catholic women
should be prepared to take part in this new and enlarged sphere.. . .The people of
the Northwest will gladly welcome an institution which promises to give the best
education of the day.44
While this editorial was supporting the school, it was evident from the disparaging
remarks about women’s intelligence that there was an uphill battle when it came to
Catholic women’s education through the years. A paper presented to the Conference of
Women’s Colleges at the Fifteenth Meeting of the National Catholic Education
Association in 1918 argued different reasons why there should be female Catholic
colleges, the primary argument being that parochial schools needed decent teachers to
staff them.45 There seemed to be an attitude of resignation with the opening of the various
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Catholic women’s colleges in the early part of the twentieth century. While many people
may not have wanted women to pursue a college degree, they understood that was the
future. Critics would prefer a young woman to get their education at a Catholic college
rather than a secular school, such as the University of Minnesota, where a number of
Catholic women did attend. This attitude was not unique to Catholics. Similar statements
were made by various Protestant groups as well, preferring their women to attend
Protestant colleges rather than secular state schools.
Despite general doubts about whether or not young women should be pursuing
college educations, the Sisters of St. Joseph had determination, a long history of
providing education to girls, and a champion of women’s education in the Archbishop. At
the opening of St. Catherine’s, Archbishop Ireland gave the following address:
I am a firm believer in the higher education of women; I covet for the daughters
of the people, for so many of them at least, as circumstances and position permit
to aspire high, the opportunities of receiving under the protecting hand of religion,
the fullest intellectual equipment of which woman is capable. In this regard I offer
my congratulations to the Sisters of St. Joseph for their promise soon to endow
the Northwest with a college for the higher education of young women; and I take
pleasure in pointing to this college as the chief contribution of their community to
religion during the half-century to come.46
In many ways the College of St. Catherine’s was their crowning achievement. They did
establish a well-respected school that provided education to young women to the current
day. It was also a natural progression of their commitment to education. Their wellrespected nursing program is a testament to their other focus of providing healthcare.
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The Benedictine Sisters
The second order of Catholic Sisters to establish a permanent presence in
Minnesota were the Sisters of St. Benedict. Their presence here was necessitated by the
large population of German-Catholics moving into the territory. In 1860, Germans made
up sixty-eight percent of all the foreign-born residents, and these German-born numbers
remained over fifty percent of the population until 1920. There was a large concentration
of these German immigrants located in Stearns County. Understanding the need for more
Catholic clergy in this heavily German-Catholic region, Bishop Cretin urged the
Benedictine monks to establish a community near St. Cloud in 1856.47 A year later, these
Benedictines monks requested to have Benedictine Sisters come as well.48 The Sisters
arrived in St. Paul in June; initially there were only four sisters, two candidates, and an
orphan named Fini Leshall, who was travelling with them (it is worth note, three of the
Sisters had been born in Germany).
The Sisters’ arrival was difficult, as their paperwork for relocation had been lost
and no one was expecting them. After a short and unexpected stay with the Sister of St.
Joseph, they were sent to St. Cloud, but a grasshopper plague had recently ravaged the
area, and once again the Sisters struggled to find a place to stay. 49 The Sisters ended up
securing a home in what had been an entertainment hall and bordering house. Perhaps it
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is ironic that an entertainment hall became the first Benedictine convent in the upper
Midwest.50 By the next year, the Benedictines were ready to open their school.51
This was a time when St. Cloud was still very much the frontier. Native
Americans would occasionally come by the school, and the Sisters were initially terrified,
not being accustomed to life on the frontier, but they came to understand that the Native
Americans meant them no harm.52 Later the Sisters would engage in outreach to the
Native American population in the area.
The early days of the monastery and school were marked by both respect in the
community and financial difficulties. The St. Cloud newspaper, The Social Democrat,
had nothing but good things to say about the order and the abbess:
Up street hangs the first church going bell.. . . it hangs in a pyramidal shed, in the
yard of a convent kept by a company of Benedictine nuns, and is regularly run for
matins and vespers, by the lady abbess, who is a small, slight, delicate, graceful
and accomplished lady as you could meet in any circle.53
The editor of the St. Cloud Democrat was Jane Swisshelm, the famed abolitionist and
suffragette. Her daughter, Nettie Swisshelm, was one of the earliest students at the new
Catholic school in St. Cloud school. It is worth noting the Swisshelms were Protestant,
but there were no public or Protestant schools in the St. Cloud area at this point, so some
Protestant parents sent their daughters to be taught by the Sisters.
Despite the clear respect for the Sisters and some rather prominent students,
financial woes could not be overcome. Tuition to the school was a mere two dollars a

50

McDonald, With Lamps Burning, 29.

51

McDonald, With Lamps Burning, 37.

52

McDonald, With Lamps Burning, 38.

53

“St. Cloud and her Institutions,” The Social Democrat, September 26, 1861.

140
semester. Even if tuitions were regularly paid, which they were not, the sixty dollars a
year would have been meager financial support. At one point in 1862, the Sisters were
forced to hold a fair and raffle off various items to pay off debts. An advertisement lists
325 items that would be raffled off at a price of a dollar a ticket.54 Raffles and other
money-making attempts weren’t enough to keep the school running. In 1863, when St.
Cloud opened its first public school, the Sisters decided to leave St. Cloud and relocate to
St. Joseph, a town a few miles away.55
From 1857 until 1874 was a time of relative slow growth for the order. There was
a small convent in the new location, and an old church and school were moved next to the
convent. The collection of buildings was described as “dilapidated,” giving testimony to
the continuing financial struggles of the Sisters. However, in 1875 the small and
struggling school began to develop and grow rapidly. Enough girls and young women
requested admission to their school that it soon became apparent that there was need for a
girl’s academy. However, the number of Sisters limited the potential for expansion in the
various ministries.56 Things were about to change.
In 1880, Mother Scholastica Kerst was named prioress of the Sisters of St.
Benedict in St. Joseph. Kerst would prove to be a major force within the Order, and the
Sisters of St. Benedict would grow significantly under her tenue. She was born in
Mueringen, Germany, on June 21, 1845. She came to America five years later. At age
fifteen she entered the community of the Benedictine Sisters at Shakopee. In 1878 she
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was transferred to the Benedictine community at St. Joseph; two years later she was made
Superioress.57 Kerst, though young, was a capable leader, practical, good with finances,
and Catholic leadership believed she could expand the Benedictine work in the fields of
education, care of the sick, and Native American missions. Through rather complicated
political dealings (involving Kerst and Archbishop Ireland), Mother Scholastica had her
former convent in Shakopee amalgamated into her new convent in St. Joseph. This
greatly increased the number of Sisters available to Kerst, and she now believed she had
enough sisters to staff various schools and hospitals. Although the amalgamation solved
the immediate problem of staffing needs for the new prioress, her actions were not
without controversy.58 In 1880, the year Mother Scholastica become Prioress, there were
sixty-six members of the community of St. Benedict. In the year 1885, after the merger of
the two convents, there were 161 Sisters and another thirty-one postulants. The Sisters
conducted the following missions in the year 1885:
A select school at St. Cloud, which has existed since 1863; another at Rich
Prairie, Morrison county, founded in 1874; also one at Bismarck, D. T., in 1878.
In the same year two Sisters were sent to take charge of an Indian mission [sic] on
the White Earth Reservation, and now conduct there two Indian [sic] schools, one
numbering 35, the other 50 pupils. The Sisters established schools at New Munich
and Moorhead in 1879; in Long Prairie, Todd county, in 1880 j in St. Wendell,
Luxemburg P. O., in 1881; in Stillwater, Melrose, Millerville, and West Union in
1882; in Perham, Otter Tail county, in 1883; St. Joseph, Otter Tail county,
Duluth, Sacred Heart Church, Duluth, St. Mary, Star of the Sea, (Polish,) Albany,
Stearns county, Minn., Mandan, D. T., in 1884; Hospital, at Bismarck, D. T.,
1885. Two teachers are employed in each school with the exception of West
Union and Mandan. The Sisters also conduct two Orphanages, one at St. Paul and
the other at St. Joseph, and an Indian [sic] Industrial school at St. Joseph, near the
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Academy. There are about 2,600 children taught by the Sisters of St. Benedict in
these different schools.59
The Academy in St. Joseph, called St. Benedict’s Academy, was one of their most
prominent missions. It was at the time the westernmost Catholic finishing school in the
United States so it drew students from Minnesota, the Dakota territory, Montana,
Wisconsin, Utah, and Idaho.60 It was significantly expanded to accommodate the
enrollment demands. In 1882, the newly renovated St. Benedict’s Convent and Academy
was consecrated, and Sister Alexia Kerst (Mother Scholastica’s sister) was appointment
directoress of the Academy. It operated as a finishing school for the next thirty years.
Mission to the Native Americans
While a majority of the Sisters’ schools were to educate young Catholic children
and of course, women at the college, the Sisters also ran a school for Native American
girls in St. Joseph for thirteen years as part of President Grant’s policy of contracting out
the education of Native Americans to religious groups. In the fall of 1883, Mother
Scholastica started negotiations with the United States government to educate twenty-five
Chippewa girls. By 1886, the school had increased to 100 girls, though the Sisters were
only being paid to educate twenty-five.61 The girls were housed in St. Joseph because the
Indian Bureau in Washington DC believed the education would be more successful if the
children were taken away from their families and the “sordid surroundings” of their
homes.
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Since the goal of the school was to make these young women more industrious
housewives, the schooling focused on things like cooking, gardening, sewing, as well as
reading and writing. The Sisters then took it upon themselves to give them a proper
religious education as well.62 The program had numerous problems, but things hit a
breaking point when there was a fire at the Native American School, and the girls needed
to be housed at the Academy. Parents of the Academy students were upset, and
enrollment dropped. In 1896, the government stopped this contract education program
and the school closed. A particularly upsetting episode involving the Native American
school was when a woman was forced to sue the Sisters for custody of her own children
after they had been placed with the Sisters and the mother was unable to afford the
tuition.63
The Establishment of the College of St. Benedict’s
The College of St. Benedict, which would become associated with the Academy,
was established in 1913 for a somewhat surprising reason. While the College of St.
Catherine had been established for the grand purpose of being the foremost women’s
Catholic college in the country, the College of St. Benedict had a far more practical
beginning. Around the turn of the twentieth century, American colleges in general had
been complaining about the inconsistent education of high school graduates around the
country. Incoming college freshmen were often ill-equip to study at a college, and this
pushed the government to establish accreditation for high schools. St. Benedict Academy

62

McDonald, With Lamps Burning, 121.

63

McDonald, With Lamps Burning, 123.

144
was accredited in 1912, but the Sisters soon met another problem. In order to meet these
increased standards, high schools now needed their teachers to hold professional
certificates, and eventually they needed them to hold four-year college degrees (starting
in 1921). The Sisters of St. Benedict ran a number of schools, so it now became
necessary for all the Sisters working at those schools to obtain a college degree. Already
in 1905, a few Sisters had suggested establishing a college at the motherhouse to educate
the Sisters foreseeing this was the direction education was heading. Although there was
initial hesitation on behalf of the leadership, it was deemed a necessity. Some Sisters
earned their degrees at the University of Minnesota in order to provide the initial teaching
staff at the newly formed college. When a few Catholic colleges began to admit women
in 1911 and 1912, some Sisters went to pursue graduate training. The College of St.
Benedict officially opened in 1913, and a number of the first students were Sisters, as
were most of the first professors.64 A look at the college’s 1918-1919 catalogue shows a
wide variety of classes offered and degrees in Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Science, and
Bachelor of Arts in Music.65

Sisters in Duluth
Mother Scholastica Kerst’s administration in St. Joseph ran from 1880-1890.66
During this time, the community accepted and staffed seventeen new parochial schools in
Minnesota and the Dakotas and eight rural district schools within a six-mile radius of the
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convent. In addition, there were hospitals, two Native American missions, and an
orphanage established in a territory that spanned from Minnesota to the Pacific Ocean.
While Mother Scholastica Kerst made herself a name in St. Joseph, she ended up
becoming better known for her work in Duluth.
In 1881,while still Prioress of St. Joseph, she opened a parochial school in Duluth
with only six Sisters, which became the “nucleus of the parochial school system in
Duluth.”67 When a new Diocese was created in Duluth in 1889, a separate province of the
Sisters of St. Benedict was created as well, and she was made Superioress of the
province. Her work in Duluth was significant, during her tenue was the Villa Scholastics,
the motherhouse and Novitiate, including a college and academy were built. The sisters
also conducted the Institute of the Sacred Heart, a school of music, St. Mary’s Hospital,
and St. James’ Orphanage. Mother Scholastica was instrumental in establishing hospitals
in Grand Rapids, Brainerd, Bemidji, and Crookston. When she passed away in 1911,
there were 175 sisters stationed in the Villa Scholastica.68
Orphans, Girls, and the Elderly
Caring for orphans was a typical activity for Catholic Sisters. While it was never
the main focus for the major orders in the state, it was a foregone conclusion that Sisters
would care for children in need. Orphans were housed and cared for in every single
establishment run by the Sisters of St. Joseph in the 1860s. It should be noted this is
before there were state-run programs for orphans. St. Joseph’s Hospital had the largest
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population of orphans, with thirty children permanently living there. There were funds
from a grant from the Society for the Propagation of the Faith to financially support these
children, but it was not enough money, and the Sisters ran an annual event called the
Orphan’s Fair to raise additional funds. Caring for children in the various missions was
less than ideal. In May of 1869, “fifty-six orphans were transferred from St. Joseph’s
Hospital and the other establishments where they had been housed to the newly formed
St. Paul Catholic Orphanage on Grove and Olive Streets.” This orphanage held about
eighty children until a new Boy’s home was built in 1878, and a new Girl’s Home was
built in 1883.69
While the various orders of Sisters ran a number of orphanages throughout the
state, there are a few worth additional consideration. An interesting case of an ethnic
orphanage was the St. Joseph’s German Catholic Orphan Asylum located on Randolph
street near Hamline in St. Paul.70 This was a case of a particular group of immigrants
wanting to care for their communities’ orphans within their own language and culture.
While the orphanage itself was in St. Paul, it was the Benedictine nuns who ran it
rather than the Sisters of St. Joseph. The orphans were German immigrants, and the
German Catholics of St. Paul organized the St. Joseph Orphan Society for the sole
purpose of building a home for orphans. They wanted German Sisters to run their home.
The orphanage opened in 1877 and within ten years it had ninety orphans. Due to a lack
of outside space, the orphanage moved to a location on Hamline Avenue. Even though
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there were funds coming to the orphanage from the diocese, it was not enough and the
nuns would go out begging for donations to keep the orphanage running, which was
apparently fairly successful. They also held a picnic to raise funds.71
Home for Wayward Girls
While the care for the sick and the orphan was a typical activity for a Catholic
Sister, care for so-called “fallen women,” was less so. Nonetheless there were homes for
way-ward girls, fallen women, fatherless children, and the like. Some of these homes
were started by Sisters, some by lay Catholic women, and some were a collaboration. The
first of these types of home in the Twin Cities was the Home of the Good Shepherd.
John Ireland initiated the first home for “fallen women” early in his tenue as the
pastor of St. Paul Cathedral. He was overwhelmed with the need he saw and concern over
the young women in his parish.72 “At the suggestion of Ireland, the Bishop [Grace] asked
the Sisters of the Good Shepard to establish a home for wayward girls in St. Paul.”73 On
May 20, 1868, four of them arrived in the city from the Provincial House in St. Louis
(though originally a French Order)—Mother Mary of St. Bernard Flinn, Sisters Mary of
St. Francis de Sales Carey, Mary of St. Dosithea Hayes, and Mary of St. Gabriel
Corrigan.74 Ireland had set up a home and building for the Sisters prior to their arrival, an
eight-room building on Fort and Smith Streets. Ireland would continue to have an active
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role in this particular mission throughout his lifetime. The day after their arrival, the
Sisters had their first “wayward child” arrive. A young woman who had been brought to
the Sisters by a non-Catholic gentlemen, who although the account does not indicate his
intention, apparently was concerned for her.75 The girls and women who stayed at the
home were generally placed by family members or by the Juvenile Courts.76 In the spring
of 1869 there were twenty-five young women housed with the Sisters. To accommodate
the need, Ireland purchased the “St. Paul College” (originally built by a group of
Presbyterians and never used) and housed the Sisters and the young women and girls
there.77
After moving into the new building, the Sisters created a new “department” as
they called it—a Preservation Class. This was for girls who, although had not fallen into
sin, were at-risk youth. The sisters made sure to keep the “untainted” girls from the older
“fallen ones.” They wrote in 1918 that “the one is like the sheep that had been snatched
from the jaws of the wolf, and the other the tender lamb saved in the act of straying from
the fold.”78 The homes grew so quickly that in 1871, the Sisters needed to erect a more
suitable building to accommodate the Reformatory and Preservation Classes.79
There were a small number of former residents who wished to become nuns.
These women were admitted to the Magdalen Community which was established in 1878
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and had eight members. It appeared this was not a typical monastery and these women
continued to do penance for their sins and the sins of the world—they did not seem to
have equal status with the Sisters of the Good Shepherd. 80 Their work tended to manual
labor, and their status as “fallen women” never left them despite their commitment to the
Church and community.
In 1904 a tornado hit the home causing substantial property damage, and injuries
and deaths of the residents. The Sisters of St. Joseph’s Hospital and volunteer physicians
provided medical services to the residents of the House of the Good Shepherd.
Archbishop Ireland arranged a campaign to raise funds for a new building, and they were
able to rebuild with the financial contributions of James Hill.81
Eventually the ministry was transferred to the Little Sisters of the Poor when the
“Sisters of the Good Shepard made their third and final migration to Mount Eudes in
May, 1883, where they were housed in a commodious monastery well adapted to their
needs, with a modern wing for the Magdalen community.” 82
Sisters in the World
The Catholic Sisters in Minnesota engaged in a wide variety of missions. During
these years, they did not engage in politics. There is no record of Sisters joining
Temperance or Suffrage organizations, nor any other political cause. The Sisters were out
acting in the world, but they worked within the confines of the Church. There were times
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when they pushed boundaries. Establishing a women’s college was not without
controversy, for example, but they were acting within the approval of the leadership of
the diocese.
The mere choice of becoming a Catholic Sister, however, says something about
the women. For some reason each of these women decided they would rather live in a
community dedicated to service rather than marry and have family. Personal faith and a
desire to serve God cannot be underestimated, but a desire to live a particular lifestyle
certainly influenced the women as well.
The Role of Lay Catholic Women in Minnesota
The Sisters of St. Joseph were arguably the first women in Minnesota to work for
social reform; lay Catholic women in contrast did not organize until the twentieth
century. There is a fifty-year lag that needs to be explained to understand the broader
picture of female-led Catholic reform efforts. An obvious place to start is with the
leadership in the Diocese of St. Paul. Thomas Grace was bishop of the diocese from
1859 until 1884, though he lived until 1897.83 He was a capable leader, and he brought
much needed stability during Minnesota’s formative years. He was also vehemently
opposed to women participating in any sort of organizations. In a speech he gave in 1881
he explains his ardent disapproval of women’s organizations:
There is one thing in St. Paul, of which I beg you will allow me to withhold my
approval. It is the forming of ladies’ leagues. There is something about the calling
out of mothers and daughters from their homes at night to form leagues and hold
meetings that does not seem right. The movement I know did not originate with
the women themselves. It is in opposition to all their womanly instincts. It is an
infringement upon the sacredness of life. It gives a rude shock to those domestic
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virtues of which we should ever be careful to cherish. If you desire the
cooperation of woman in this movement, leave her to cooperate in her own way.
You need not be assured of her sympathies with her suffering country and
suffering sisters at home. These sympathies are as strong as yours…Leave her to
express these feelings by word and act in ways of her own, which she knows full
well, and constrain her not to adopt the rough, unfamiliar ways of men, by
holding public meetings for discussion.84
This quote, though long, is critical in understanding the status of lay Catholic
women’s entrance, or lack thereof, into social reform movements. It was fine for women
who were not wives and mothers to work outside the home (Catholic Sisters, for
example), but the roles of being a wife and mother trumped any other engagement in the
world. The quote also shows that Bishop Grace was well aware that women of other
denominations were active in their communities, and he felt it was unnatural. The final
thing that can be derived from this quote is that both Catholic women and men were
expecting that Catholic women would engage in various leagues and clubs. Temperance
is one clear example where Catholic men wanted the help of Catholic women, more on
this will follow. Grace appears to be explaining himself to a group of men, and trying to
make a case for his decision, which would greatly imply it was already becoming an
unpopular position. Despite the clear expectations and desire, lay-Catholic women did
not engage in reform efforts during Grace’s tenue as bishop.
Archbishop Ireland had no such qualms about women engaging in leagues and
clubs. It is unclear whether he always supported it, or whether he changed his opinions
throughout his years as bishop. On the one hand, there is a bit of a lag between him
becoming sole bishop of the diocese and the blossoming of women’s leagues, and reports
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indicate he was hesitant of supporting independent female-run temperance organizations
in the 1870s. On the other hand, Ireland was supporting women’s higher education as
early as 1890, which might imply he had a more liberal stance on league membership as
well. It would not be out of the question that Grace continued to have influence in this
area either; he did live thirteen years after his retirement. Regardless, it was during
Ireland’s tenue as bishop that two large Catholic female-run organizations were created in
the Twin Cities: The Minneapolis League of Catholic Women and the Guild of Catholic
Women of St. Paul. Archbishop Ireland did not just tolerate their existence but actively
supported them. The Minneapolis League of Catholic Women donated a rose window in
the newly built Basilica of St. Mary’s in his honor after his death as a thank for his
support throughout the years.85
An examination of lay-Catholic women’s reluctant entrance into the temperance
battle is helpful before a greater examination of the enthusiastically female-run
organizations that appear after the turn of the century. It was this engagement into the
temperance movement that acted as a gateway to larger engagement in the public sphere.
Catholic Temperance
Protestant Women created their own temperance organizations and built a
national powerhouse in the creation of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union
(established in 1874). Within Minnesota, the first female organized and led temperance
society was formed in 1853 in St. Anthony Falls. Catholic women did not follow suit.86
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In fact, Catholic women in Minnesota entered into the fight for temperance after Catholic
men and only after being encouraged by Catholic men.
Minnesota Catholic men began to engage in the temperance battle early. Joseph
Cretin was a staunch advocate for temperance having spent a decade prior to his arrival in
Minnesota in Dubuque which was called the “nursery of total abstinence in America.” He
reportedly kept absolutely no alcohol in his home for either himself or guests.87 Soon
after his arrival in the Minnesota territory, Cretin organized the Catholic Temperance
Society of St. Paul in January 1852 (though the organization quickly split upon ethnic
lines, Irish and French). 88 By end of 1870 there were ten separate temperance societies in
the Diocese of St. Paul.89 The cause of total abstinence found another staunch supporter
in John Ireland. He once said in a sermon: “All discussion of social reform are mere idle
babble, so long as alcohol retains its present sovereignty, and despotically exacts its
tribute the life-blood of industry.”90 Ireland supported the creation of a number of
different men’s temperance organizations around the dioceses. Somewhat remarkably
Ireland even managed to found a temperance society called the Temperance Crusaders of
St. Paul in 1873 for just young men. This group was men, sixteen to thirty, who not only
abstained from all types of alcohol, but also pledged to promote the intellectual and social
advancement of its members and promised to provide entertainment to the members of
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the club with only wholesome methods as outlined in their by-laws. The young men wore
a sash and a hat complete with a plume. It was clear that the women of St. Paul greatly
approved of this club for young men, and a group of women presented the Crusaders with
an American flag (undoubtedly appreciated by the patriotic Ireland) and Miss Mary I.
Cramsie, the secretary of the Archdiocese Union, gave a speech.91
Despite the male Catholic interest in Temperance, and the appreciation of the
cause by Catholic women, the women were slow to formally organize. The national
Catholic Total Abstinence Union (CTAU) began to encourage women-only societies in
1874. In 1876, Ireland (now co-bishop) administered the pledge of total abstinence to
women, but they were not allowed to organize their own independent societies, nor were
allowed membership in the male-run societies. The first female-led Catholic temperance
society in the state was created in 1886 called the Sacred Thirst Ladies Society of St.
Paul. Once women were allowed to organize, membership exploded. Two years later the
society had 850 women. A note from the twenty-fifth annual convention of the national
CTAU made special note one of the activities of the society: “The Women’s Sacred
Thirst Society of St. Paul was the first to pass a resolution not to trade with any grocer
who in connection with the business who ran a back-room grog-shop.”92 In 1889, Ireland
explicitly encouraged Catholic women to work for temperance outside of the home and
mingle with men’s organizations. That was quite the shift from a mere eight years earlier
when Bishop Grace argued that women belonged solely in the home. Ireland did admit
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that the success of Protestant women’s societies had led Catholic leaders to seriously
consider what Catholic women would be able to bring to the temperance fight.93
Although mere speculation, it would not be surprising if women’s success with
temperance encouraged women to form other clubs and societies aimed at combating
other social evils.
There is little information on individual women within the movement. Margaret
Walsh Kelly is one of the few women that left record of her actions. She was active in
both female-only and coed suffrage clubs and active in establishing clubs for youth. After
moving to St. Paul in 1891, she became the president of the Sacred Thirst Total
Abstinence Society, a position she held for many years; she was also the treasurer of the
St. Paul Archdiocese chapter of the CTAU. She organized two temperance societies for
youth: Angel’s of the Home for girls, and The Cadets, for boys. Interestingly, Kelly was
also one of the first female police officers in the city of St. Paul.94
While Catholic women were late to arrive to the social reform party, they made
up for it in their enthusiasm and diversity of goals. There were two major organizations
formed at the beginning of the twentieth century in the Twin Cities, the Minneapolis
League of Catholic Women in Minneapolis, and the Catholic League in St. Paul. Both
organizations offered a wide variety of services and ministries mainly for women and
children. The Guild survived for over one hundred years and the League is still active
today.
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The Minneapolis League of Catholic Women
The Minneapolis League of Catholic Women was founded by a group of Catholic
laywomen in 1911 with the main goal of providing services to single working women.
Their planning meeting was held on November 16, 1911 at the Donaldson’s Tea House,
located in the downtown department store.95 Isabelle MacDonald Donaldson was the one
to suggest the meeting, and she was elected president, an office she held for five years.96
The League is not associated with any particular congregation and never has been,97
though they did have a priest which they called a “spiritual director,” and an advisory
board of various Catholic men to assist the League with certain matters.98 The League
had three significant missions centered around supporting women: St. Mary’s Hall, which
was a residence hall for working women; the Margaret Barry House, a settlement house
for immigrants; and St. Joseph’s Home, which was a shelter for fatherless [sic] children
and their mothers. During the First World War, the women had various fundraisers and
missions in order to support both American soldiers and refugees in Europe.99
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St. Mary’s Hall
The League’s first mission was St. Mary’s Hall, a residence for young working
women. As discussed in previous chapters, during this period, young working women
made a small fraction of what men made often under the incorrect assumption that they
were working for “pin money,” not their survival. Thus boarding-style homes for young
women became a necessity. In 1917, the League took on another building to expand the
successful mission. Between the two homes, the League was able to house eighty young
women and girls. Through donations from various League women, the hall was furnished
with lamps, a new oven, a statue of Joan of Arc, and various other pieces of furniture to
make the residents comfortable.100 The next year, the chairman of the St. Mary’s Hall
mission wrote that the capacity of the hall had been taxed with eighty-seven residents.
The annual report noted that the hall threw regular parties for the young women, and that
the girls were appreciative despite their crowded quarters.101
Associated with St. Mary’s hall was their tea room ministry, which despite the
fancy name, was a place girls and young women in the community could receive free
meals. In 1917, about one hundred individuals regularly received meals daily. By 1924,
an average of 175 to 200 girls were served lunch at the tea rooms daily. 102 In the 1930s,
the tea room was transformed in a “more practical lunchroom.”103
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St. Joseph’s Home
The annual report for the St. Joseph’s Home demonstrates a surprising level of
compassion for the women residing in their homes for the times. While the publication
put out by the Sisters of the Good Shepherd about their home for young single mothers
was harsh, the women working at St. Joseph’s seemed to have a firm understanding of
the hardships that many young women faced and demonstrated compassion for the
residents’ difficult situations. The chairwoman, a Mrs. Anna Bristol, describes the
residents’ situation as such:
Most of the stories told at St. Joseph’s Home are tragedies—homes early broken
up by the death of a father or mother or both; desertion of father; unhappiness of
home life; big families and great poverty, necessitating the children being sent out
to earn money, sometimes as early as 13 years. The girls become hotel maids, or
waitresses, or take up other domestic work requiring no training. With constant
temptation, no home restraint and usually untrained minds, the wonder is that
more shipwrecks do not occur. We must not lose sight of the fact that the failure
of the women means also the failure of another, whose wrong-doing is none the
less serious.104
During 1917, the home served forty women and eighty-eight children. The majority of
women served were immigrants (7 Irish, 19 German, 1 Russian, 2 French, 4 Polish, and 6
were American). While the mothers were there mostly for similar reasons (being
unmarried and pregnant, abandoned by spouse, etc.) there were more than double the
number of children, and the children had come to be there through varying situations. The
average length of stay in 1917 was seventy-five days, and the children left to a variety of
situations. Seven children were taken home by both parents, five were taken by their
father (mothers had died), twenty-five taken by their single mother, three went to live
with other relatives, one went to an orphan home, three died, and six were in the hospital.
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Both mothers and children were directed to the home by various organizations such as the
Children’s Protective Society, Associated Charities, House of the Good Shepherd,
settlement homes, and hospitals.105 In 1919, the home had taken care fifty-six women and
110 children, a significant increase to the 1917 numbers. The report notes that the State’s
Children’s Bureau had a new regulation that women and their babies were to stay until
the child was three months old, and therefore women were in general staying longer in
the home as well.106 The report indicated that the average age of the mother at the home
was a little under twenty-two, and there were significantly more girls at the home than
boys residing in the home (64 to 46).107
Margaret Barry Home
The League’s largest mission was the Margaret Barry Settlement House. The
League describes the settlement as:
A local responsibility agency, whose duty is to promote the well being of a certain
limited area of the city. In short [it] is a sort of common meeting ground of the
people of the district, where education, cultural, recreational, health and social
activities are conducted for the mutual advantage of all concerned, including the
good and welfare of the district and the city.108
The beginnings of the Margaret Barry Settlement House were modest. Margaret Barry, a
social worker and League member, rented a room on Buchanan Street Northeast
Minneapolis and started supporting the local Italian immigrant population in her
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neighborhood in 1912. She appealed for a playground for the children, which was
eventually built. She found a teacher who would go into the homes of her neighbors in
order to teach them English. By the next year Barry had twenty other volunteers helping
her in these activities. In 1913, the League opened a kindergarten in an Italian Catholic
Church in Northeast Minneapolis; most of the students were Syrian with a few Polish
students as well (note there were few Italians living near the Italian Church). However,
when the League went to build their own building, they chose a site which was located
within the Italian immigrant population at Pierce St. and Broadway in Northeast
Minneapolis. After the House was built in 1915, they increased the number of services.109
By the mid-1920s, the house was offering a staggering number of services to the
community. They still ran a kindergarten as they had since the beginning. They also had
programs of Americanization. As they explain: “What the foreigner needs and wants is
not to do things from him but, to live with us, to be one of us, to learn from us as we must
be willing to learn from him.. . . Every activity in a Settlement could be classed as
Americanization.”110 Not only were they teaching English, but they also supported
immigrants to apply for citizenship, particularly during the war years, and a number of
lectures on the subject of citizenship were given at the Margaret Barry House.111 They
held a music club; they were one of the few homes in the area to own a piano. They
offered programs at their gymnasium particularly for boys and young men. The general
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idea was that if boys and young men are partaking in athletic competition, then they have
less time to fall into delinquency. It was of note that the male board members would
participate in this aspect of the mission. There were a number of girls’ teams as well. The
settlement also held Scout meetings, sewing classes, nutrition classes, various other craft
training opportunities, drama club, folk dancing, and a library.112
One particularly important and heavily used ministry of the Margaret Barry
House was their clinic services, in coordination with the Infant Welfare Society of
Minneapolis. The Minnesota chapters of the Infant Welfare Society, associated with a
national organization of the same name, was founded in 1912 with the goal of combating
the high death rate among infants. “Lack of appreciation of the importance of breastfeeding, ignorance in the care and hygiene of the baby, unclean milk and ignorance in the
care and preparation of the baby’s food, are among the principal causes of high infant
mortality,” explains the organization in their first annual report. The organization’s goal
was to educate and bring practical relief to new mothers.113 The Infant Welfare Society
worked with different Settlement houses in the city; their first collaborations were with
Pillsbury House, Drummond Hall, and Unity House.114 Once the Margaret Barry House
opened, the Infant Welfare Society partnered with them as well. In 1917, 1000 women
and infants were served through this partnership,115 but the clinic grew over the years. By
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1924, numerous medical services were available including: infant welfare, prenatal,
preschool; eye, ear, nose and throat; general medicine, and dental. In addition to the care
provided by the Infant Welfare Society within the Settlement, services were provided for
free by St. Mary’s Hospital (run by the Sisters of St. Joseph) and other various physicians
in the city (1,467 individuals used the clinic services that year).116
Guild of Catholic Women (St. Paul, MN)
The Guild of Catholic League, an organization for Catholic women in St. Paul,
MN, was organized in December of 1906, federated in 1911, and incorporated in 1912.117
According to their first article of incorporation:
[Their]general purpose shall be mutual counsel, philanthropic and educational
work, in accordance with Catholic principles, and its plan of operation shall be to
induce suitable persons to become interested in objects of the Guild, and by their
aid and co-operation, further its purposes.118
Organized with twenty-five members, the organization quickly grew to a multidepartment organization aiming to combat various social problems.
In the 1917-1918 fiscal year, the Guild had been organized into different
departments which each worked in a different area of social reform. In addition to the
Guild’s normal works, they also worked with the Red Cross, Liberty Loan, and thrift
campaigns, food conservation and various other war measures, due to the US
involvement in the First World War.
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One of the largest ministries for the Guild was the Guild Hall, which was a home
for young working women with limited salaries. The Guild Hall could accommodate
around thirty-five young women and girls. The young women did pay a relatively small
rent fee of $50 per year that covered a good portion of the operating cost of the home, the
rest of the costs were offset by donations, membership dues, etc.119
The Guild ran the Catholic Women’s Home in collaboration with the Minneapolis
League of Catholic Women. Interestingly, the League records make only passing mention
of the Guild’s participation, whereas the Guild presented the Home as a collaborative
effort. It can be reasonably assumed that the League was more invested in St. Joseph’s
Home. This Infant Home (later called Seton House) was located at Dale and Rondo. The
Guild and the League ran it until the Sisters of St. Joseph took control of it in 1922, and
later it was transferred to Catholic Charities.120
Besides these two major charities, there was also a Hospital Committee that
would visit the sick in their homes and various hospitals around the city. They provided
rides and outings for patients with tuberculosis at the City Hospital and the soldiers
convalescing at Fort Snelling. An Art and Letters Department provided a course of study
and series of lectures for the members of the Guild. In the 1917/1918 year they provided
a lecture series on Church History. In fact, they thought so highly of this department they
called it the “Little Catholic University of St. Paul.” The Civic Department gave money
to the Garden Club and prizes were bought for a contest being held at the public
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library.121 Smaller divisions also provided services for the community. They had a relief
department that gave away basic necessities and Christmas presents. There was a
needlework department where women made clothing items and gave them to people in
need.122
A juvenile Court Department is of particular interest. Members of this committee
attended all sessions of Children’s Court and then attempted to remove the causes of
delinquency from the child’s life. In 1917/1918 the committee visited the courts 388
times and visited homes 542 times. Homes were found for fifteen children, other children
were sent to orphan asylums, House of the Good Shepherd, and the girl’s home in Sauk
Center.123 The committee was able to visit 1,233 homes, though court visits were not
listed in this particular annual report. In addition, they were able to provide medical care
to ten children, dentistry to nine, and 589 items of clothing were given.124
While it is clear that the St. Paul Catholic Guild was not as large as the
Minneapolis League, they were still able to provide a significant number of social
services to their community. Like the Minneapolis League, the Guild had a male spiritual
adviser, Rev. Lawrence F. Ryan, though it appears he did little as far as the running of the
organization. It was clearly organized and run almost completely by women, and a
majority of the recipients of their works were women and children.
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The Guild opened the St. Theresa’s Club and Little Flower Tea Room in 1922, it
is worth noting since it demonstrates an interesting move for the Guild. The Club and Tea
Room was located in the business district in St. Paul, “where the business girl may go for
study, rest, and recreation.” They stocked the rooms with current magazines, periodicals,
and books. Evening classes were taught in various areas of domestic arts.125 There were
enough young working women at the time that this was a priority to the Guild. It appears
that the young women who used the facilities became members of the St. Theresa’s Club,
and there was hope that eventually these same women would become full member of the
Guild, thus making it an outreach and membership growth program.126
The Duluth Council of Catholic Women
The Catholic women of Duluth were slower than the Twin Cities to organize any
sort of women’s club. The Duluth Council of Catholic Women was established 1921. The
founders were the Bishop of Duluth, Rt. Rev. John T. McNichols and a group of local
women. It is an interesting fact that the bishop was one of the founding members. While
it is evident that the League in Minneapolis and the Guild in St. Paul had the support of
the bishop, Ireland was certainly not a founding member. Women founded and drove
those organizations from day one. However, it appears from the Duluth’s organization’s
mission statement that there were already women’s organizations in Duluth, perhaps at
individual congregations, and this may have acted more as an umbrella organization,
whereas the League and Guild were independent entities.
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The first president was a woman by the name Mrs. John F. Killorin. According to
their mission statement, the organization “aims to stimulate the interest of existing
organizations of Catholic women to greater efficiency and usefulness; to promote unity
and cooperation in religious, educational, and humanitarian interests and to meet the
exigencies of the time.” They had the following departments: Home and Foreign
missions, Orphanage Sewing Guild, juvenile court, girls’ welfare, hospital, tabernacle
society, correctional institutions, seminarians. They had monthly meetings. They
established branch councils at Proctor, Eveleth, Virginia, Hibbing, Aiken, Two Harbors,
Brainerd, and International Falls.127 Little else is known about this particular Duluth
organization.
Other Catholic Organizations
One of the oldest Catholic women’s organizations in the state was founded in
Winona, called the St. Rose of Lima. This organization predates the Minneapolis League
and St. Paul guild by two decades, though there is little information on the St. Rose of
Lima until 1913. The organization was originally founded in 1887 when two women,
Mrs. Denis O’Brien and Mrs. James McConnon discussed the possibility of creating a
charitable organization with their priest, Rev. Joseph Bernard Cotter. Cotter called
together more women of the parish and the group was formed.
It was finally in 1913, in the days when many Catholic women’s organizations
were coming together, that the St. Rose of Lima expanded. It was decided that women at
the various parishes in Winona should be organized into one larger organization. A
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committee was created to reach out to women of other parishes. A meeting was held in
1920 where members were nominated to leadership and this new organization took on the
name of the St. Rose of Lima with Mrs. Denis O’Brien becoming president. The general
purpose of the organization was to unite Catholic women and girls in Winona and the
surrounding countryside. Their main ministries were in the area of education, civic, and
charitable work.128
Another Ladies Catholic Guild was established in Anoka County shortly after the
St. Paul Guild was formed. This one was organized in May of 1912 to promote
sociability and philanthropy. They met the first Tuesday of each month and worked
mainly in church matters, “being sociable,” and what charity work they could. Their first
charitable outreach was assisting a Swedish family whose house had burned down. They
also were able to purchase a set of the Catholic Encyclopedia; and they bought the
Catholic Bulletin Home and Country and Women’s World for the public library. They
spent most of their early years “serving the needy” and earning most of their income at
food and “fancy work” sales. However, in 1918, in response to the war, the women
worked with the Red Cross and adopted five war orphans the next year. They also pooled
money to buy a war bond each year during the war.129
It is obvious that the Anoka County Ladies Catholic League was substantially
smaller than the St. Paul League. However, it is a good example of women trying to serve
their community with a much smaller budget. Whereas members of both the Minneapolis
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League and St. Paul Guild had substantial income at their disposal (one of the charter
members of the League owned a department store, for example), these women had to
earn their money by selling food and various craft projects. In many ways this small
organization is more like the Protestant ladies’ aid groups than that of the large Catholic
women’s organizations having multiple departments and buildings.
There were various other organizations around the state. Many of them are only
remembered in brief mentions. There was the Christ Child Society of St. Paul founded by
Mary Howard Breen Quinlan, which did social settlement work.130 There was also the
Tabernacle Society of the Archdiocese of St. Paul, which was formed in 1893 for the
purpose of distributing vestments and altar furnishings., one of only six organizations of
the kind in the United States. It was founded by Mrs. Benjamin Thompson, who was
familiar with the Tabernacle Society in Washington D.C. Seeing the need of the
Minnesota congregations, she sought approval for establishing a similar organization
from Archbishop Ireland, which he granted. She met with a group of other women from
St. Paul and Minneapolis. Early recordings of their activities were all destroyed, but
records following 1906 indicate the Society distributed thousands of altar furnishings131
The Seton Guild was established in 1912 and named after Mother Seton, the first
mother superior of the Sisters of Charity in the United States. The organization was
primarily interested in recreation and intellectual development of its members. They
sponsored a cafeteria, which was a success for the organization. They also a had vacation
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home on Lake Minnetonka known as Seton Cliff, a venture made possible due to a
donation from James Hill. The Guild provided industrial classes, fine arts, sports,
lectures, and musicals, with a membership was limited to women. The director of the
Guild was a woman named Rose Kane Virtue, who was also the chairman of Girls’ Work
in the Minnesota division of the National Council of Catholic Women. She established a
number of girls’ clubs around the state as a means of reducing delinquency among
girls.132
Catholic Women’s Groups Unite
In 1918, numerous Minnesota Catholic women’s organizations joined together to
form a large state-wide Catholic organization. Delegates from different organizations met
at the Wilder Building in St. Paul with Mrs. Richard A. Walsh, the president of the
National Union of Catholic Women’s Associations, presiding. The purpose of the council
was to:
Serve as the medium through which Catholic women may speak and as a unit on
all matters of public interest; to stimulate work of existing organizations of
Catholic women to greater efficiency and usefulness to meet the exigencies of the
times; to render definite assistance to all local Catholic woman’s organizations in
their efforts to give service in their respective fields; to establish relations with
organizations of other nations in an endeavor to develop interest in and effect
some solution of the problems of Catholic women throughout the world; to
provide a national body through which Catholic women may assist in meeting
problems of a national scope.
In 1924, the membership of the Minnesota chapter was 1550 women, and their main
areas of work were education, immigration, public health, Americanization, and the
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organizations of young women’s clubs. They did relief work, especially to the Native
Americans in Northern Minnesota.133
The first president of the Minnesota division was Anne O’Toole who was
associated with the St. Paul Guild of Catholic Women. In 1920, O’Toole was sent to
Washington by Archbishop Dowling as a delegate to form a national Catholic women’s
organization. The result was the creation of the National Council of Catholic Women.
The Minnesota state-wide organization became the Minnesota division of that national
organizations, and O’Toole was elected national director for the province of St. Paul.134
The organization of a national female-led Catholic organization in1920 signifies a
major shift of women’s role in the church. No longer where bishops condemning
“women’s clubs and societies.” Catholic women were organizing in large numbers just as
their Protestant and Jewish counterparts had decades earlier. One of the major emphases
in the early days of the National Council of Catholic Women was to assist Catholic
women exercise their new right to vote. Other early activities included immigrant support
and education.135
Concluding Thoughts
Catholic women were active in a variety of ways from the 1850s to the present in
the state. There is a division in women’s work within the Catholic tradition that is unique
to this particular group. Catholic Sisters arrived early to Minnesota, and their work was
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extensive, but it focused heavily on education and healthcare. Catholic laywomen did not
organize until about fifty years after the Sisters began building their schools and
hospitals, but their work was far more varied. Catholic organizations established by
laywomen tend to look more like Protestant organizations of the time than those founded
by Sisters. For example, the Margaret Barry House functioned similar to the Pillsbury
House, but Catholic Sisters had nothing similar. There is also a surprising lack of
cooperation between the Sisters and the Catholic laywomen at the time. That does not
mean there was any hostility, but it appears the women operated in separate spheres with
only the occasional interaction, like when the Sisters of St. Joseph took over the Catholic
Infant Home established by the Minneapolis League and the St. Paul Guild.
The lives and goals of the women of the two groups were understandably
different and their values and interests varied according to those differences. Each groups
of women worked hard to better the world around them according to their own abilities.
Today, both orders of Catholic Sisters and Catholic laywomen organizations continue to
operate with the purpose of bettering their communities.

CHAPTER 5
JEWISH WOMEN AND AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN
On the surface, combining Jewish and African American women into one chapter
may seem an odd choice. They followed different religions after all. Their experiences
though had strong parallels. Both faced harsher discrimination than any other group in
this study. They were both relegated to the same neighborhoods though real estate
discrimination. Their population numbers were exceptionally small compared to various
Catholic and immigrant groups. The reform activities often had an element of supporting
and improving the status of their race or ethnicity in a way that is unseen in the other
groups examined. Both groups had active suffrage support, but a lukewarm to hostile
opinion towards temperance.
There are many differences of course. Jewish women were among some of the
first women to organize in Minnesota, while African American organized later. Each
community had different problems with which to contend. Jewish women were heavily
concerned with immigration and assisting new Jewish arrivals to America. African
American women did not deal with immigration at all but focused heavily on combating
racism.
This chapter focuses first on the arrival and subsequent waves of immigration of
the Jewish community. It will emphasize both local and national Jewish women’s
organizations, why they organized, what they were able to accomplish, and with whom
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they were collaborating. It will also examine Jewish suffrage efforts and a discussion of
their lack of temperance support. The second half of the chapter focuses on the African
American community, some early churches, both Protestant and Catholic, and then the
organization of the first women’s groups. Special attention is paid to Minnesota antilynching legislature, penned by a woman, and African American support for suffrage.
Jewish Women
Jewish Minnesotans have a long and rich history even if their numbers have never
been as large as some of the other groups represented in this study. Jewish women
engaged in a wide number of charitable outreaches, societies, and clubs beginning with
the first Hebrew Ladies Aid Society established at Mount Zion Synagogue in 1871. Their
engagement continued to grow throughout the following decades. More so than any other
group studied, Jewish female outreach tended to be collaborative. In the earlier days of
reform, different groups would work together for a common ministry. Often, individual
women would be members of numerous charitable societies, and this would clearly
influence collaborations and alliances. Later, outreach was dominated by formal alliances
and federations which consisted of numerous smaller organizations. This oftenoverlapping outreach can be somewhat confusing when trying to understand who exactly
was responsible for what ministries.
Another salient feature of the Jewish community between the years 1880 and
1920 was the divided nature of the population—theologically, ethnically, and
geographically. This divide was most pronounced in St. Paul, but Minneapolis and
Duluth exhibit the same pattern if only to a lesser extent. Minnesota saw two distinct
waves of Jewish migration in the nineteenth century. The first group migrated early and
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were well-established within the fabric of Minnesota society by the time the second wave
of migrants arrived, these mainly from Eastern Europe and Russia.
The earliest Jewish migrants to Minnesota generally had three things in common:
They were ethnically German; they migrated from other places in the Unites States (not
directly from Europe, which was typical of the second wave), and they were primarily
from the merchant class, thus having the resources to establish new businesses in the
Minnesota Territory. They were also overwhelmingly young at the time of their arrival—
the majority being in their twenties and thirties.1 There were a few prominent Jewish
Minnesotans already during the territorial days including a well-respected lawyer by the
name of Jacob Jackson Noah, who worked with both Henry Sibley and Alexander
Ramsey.2 Many of these early Jewish arrivals were ready to take on a prominent place in
Minnesota society.
It did not take long for these first settlers to establish a synagogue. The first
Jewish congregation, Mount Zion, was established in St. Paul in 1856. The Jewish
newspaper, American Israelite, announced it in July of that year:
St. Paul, Minnesota. The friends of Israel will be glad to hear, that our brethren of
the Far West city have united in a Congregation, on the principles of Israel.
Young as this city and territory are, yet it affords a home to the dispersed Sons of
Israel; far away as our brethren there are, they forget not the religion of their
fathers.3
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A month and a half later, there was another announcement in the same paper giving a bit
more detail:
St. Paul, Minnesota. There are but eight Jewish families and some young men of
our persuasion in this new city in the Far West. Still they organized a
Congregation, and elected a Hazan (Cantor), Mr. Lion of Cleveland, who received
an annual salary of $400. The name of the congregation is Mount Zion Hebrew
Association of St. Paul.4
The establishment of the first synagogue was not without controversy though.
Almost immediately the young congregation split, with members leaving to establish
another congregation called Ahabath Achim [Love of Brothers], a somewhat ironic name
considering the circumstances of their founding.5 It hardly seems possible that small
congregation could survive a schism, and Mount Zion’s future looked bleak for a while.
The feud between factions played out through a series of strongly worded letters to
national Jewish papers. Within a few years, most of the secessionists had rejoined Mount
Zion—realistically, the small local Jewish population could not support two separate
congregations. Mount Zion had the added advantage of possessing the only Jewish
cemetery in the state, which ended up bringing people back. Ahabath Achim simply
faded out of existence within a few years leaving Mount Zion as the only synagogue in
Minnesota for roughly the next two decades.6 Regardless of this rough start, Mount Zion
would become the center of Jewish life in St. Paul, and it quickly became the center of
female reform and fundraising as well.
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Mount Zion was the home of the very first Jewish female-led and run
organization in the state, the Hebrew Ladies Benevolent Society was established in 1871
under the leadership of Hannah Austrian. The Hebrew Ladies Aid was structured and
functioned like the Protestant ladies’ aid societies in the community. It began modestly
with the intention of supporting their congregation; they raised money with sewing, bake
sales, and strawberry festivals. In time the women would become more interested in
philanthropic activities within their community, but in the early days, fundraising was
primarily to support Mount Zion.7 Interestingly, one of their first fundraising activities
was raise money to purchase an organ for the congregation, which the men of Mount
Zion were hesitant to accept. The organ, after all, was associated with Christian worship,
not Jewish. The purchase of the organ, which they did buy, is a sure signal of the
assimilation of this group.8
The organ was just the start. The women of the Hebrew Ladies Aid were
incredibly effective at raising funds. When Mount Zion was considering a new building,
the decision to go ahead with plans followed a significant fundraising event run by the
women of the congregation. The fundraiser was a week-long fair with food, hand-sewn
items, games, and special attractions every night. While the profit totals for the first year
have been lost, they earned $3,000 the next year when they held the fair again—no small
sum in 1882.9 Twenty years later, in 1902, they held a fair that raised $11,500 for the
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construction of a new synagogue (total cost was to be $80,000). In addition to raising
money for their own congregation, the women quickly moved to general philanthropy to
both Jewish and non-Jewish recipients. The women of the Hebrew Ladies Aid sprang into
action with the influx of Eastern European immigrants. The women visited the new
arrivals, and if they were in need, the women purchased a variety of items for them such
as fuel, classes, bills, train fair, etc., and also gave out loans. Along with the NCJW, they
established the Industrial School (more on this later). In 1901, they split into the Temple
Guild and the Jewish Relief Agency.10
The story of Judaism in Minneapolis in some ways parallels that of St. Paul; in
other ways, it stands distinct. It took much longer for Minneapolis Jews to organize. Even
when there was a sizable Jewish population in Minneapolis, they did not establish their
own clubs and synagogues, but rather travelled to St. Paul. This proved problematic on
numerous occasions, especially concerning winter burials. In fact, the first Minneapolis
Jewish organization was the Montefiore Burial Association in 1876, established after a
harrowing snow storm when people had to travel to the St. Paul cemetery to bury a
recently deceased child. Other organizations quickly followed. The Baszion [Daughters
of Zion] Benevolent Society was established, and two years later the first Minneapolis
synagogue, Shaarai Tov, meaning Gates of Goodness, (now Temple Israel) was
established.12 Of the 172 Jewish residents of Minneapolis, twenty-three of them were
involved in founding the synagogue. They rented a meeting room above a drugstore at
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213 Hennepin Ave. They were able to build their first building two years later at 5th
Street, between Marquette and 2nd Ave South, and many non-Jewish members of the
community were present for the dedication. By 1883 the congregation had seventy
members and by 1907 there were 125 families and more than 100 students at the religious
school.13
Immigration Changes Minnesota Judaism
The composition of the Twin Cities Jewish community would change
dramatically in the 1880s. A flurry of repressive laws and persecutions in Eastern Europe
and Russia followed the assassination of Czar Alexander II. Although Alexander II was
assassinated by a nihilist, the Jews were made scapegoats in the affair. The “May Laws”
expelled Jews from villages, barred them from doing business on Sundays and Christian
holidays (in addition to the already restricted Sabbath), and excluded them from certain
professions. There were also the state-allowed pogroms, particularly in Russian, Ukraine,
and Belarus, the largest of which occurred in 1881, 1882, 1903, and 1905. In response,
Jews began to flee Eastern Europe and Russia area en masse. Though between 1880 and
1920 on average about 33 percent of all American immigrants returned to their country of
origin, with Jewish immigrants, it was a mere 10 percent, a testament to the hardships
from which they fled.14 Immigrants hailed from not only Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine,
but also Poland, the Baltics, Galicia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Romania. Two
hundred of these immigrants (or refugees as they were called at the time) arrived in St.
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Paul on the same day in 1882. This group had found their way to Minnesota from
Russia.15 Care for the new arrivals was undertaken by the Jewish community, the state,
and other volunteers. This was by no means the first or only instance of Eastern European
Jews arriving in Minnesota; in fact, a total of 600 Jewish immigrants would find their
way to Minnesota by the end of that year. It was the largest Jewish immigration event of
the time, and these migrations would fundamentally change the makeup of the Minnesota
Jewish community.16
There was a separation between the two groups of Jewish Minnesotans, at least
until the second wave of immigrants were more assimilated to American culture. The
ethnically German Jews tended to be associated with Reform Temples (Mount Zion
enthusiastically embraced the Reform platform and Shaarai Tov also aligned itself with
the Reform movement, though they tended to be more conservative than Mount Zion 17)
and the Eastern European Jews tended to be more conservative, building Orthodox
synagogues. There were six different Orthodox synagogues in Minneapolis by 1907 with
Keneseth Israel, located on the Northside, being the biggest and most influential.18
Keneseth Israel was established in 1888 by a group of Lithuanian immigrants who had
fled Russia. The congregation was originally called O’Hel Jacob and they rented a spot to
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worship above a parishioner’s store at 605 Second St. North in Minneapolis. It was the
third synagogue to open in Minneapolis.19
Jewish Minnesotans were separated by not only language and culture, but also
geography. In St. Paul by 1900 the “older, more prestigious, and largely German families
lived in the downtown area and on the bluffs overlooking the state capitol; some had
begun to make inroads in the Summit Avenue neighborhood.” Eastern European Jews
resided in two areas: east of the capitol building and the West Side river flats. In
Minneapolis a similar pattern emerged. The most affluent and earliest arrivals to
Minnesota had congregated downtown, close to Shaarai Tov. The Romanians tended to
live on the South Side near Franklin and 15th St. South, and the Russians, Polish, and
Lithuanians lived in the North Minneapolis.20
Synagogues in St. Paul and Minneapolis
St. Paul had the first Jewish migrants, the first synagogue, and the first womenrun charity organizations. By 1907 there were six different synagogues in the city: Mount
Zion (160 members with an income of $7,000); Russian Brotherhood Congregation
(forty-five members and an income of $2,000); Sons of Abraham (fifty members and an
income of $2,000); Sons of Jacob (145 members and an income of $2,500); Sons of Zion
(membership of 125 and an income of $1,300). There were women’s groups associated
with Mount Zion, Sons of Jacob, and Sons of Zion. The Mount Zion ladies’ aid had an
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income of $1824 in 1907-1908, an operating budget bigger than some entire
congregations. The Jewish Relief Organization, which was also associated with Mount
Zion had an additional income of over $1,500. Considering the income differential
between Mount Zion and other congregations in St. Paul, it is no wonder that they were
dominant in the area of social outreach.21
Local Orthodox Women’s Groups
Despite the dominance of the various Mount Zion outreaches, other congregations
also made charitable contributions in the city. The Orthodox answer to the Hebrew
Ladies’ Aid was the Sisters of Peace Benevolent Society. The Minnesota chapter located
at Keneseth Israel was founded by a Russian immigrant named Anna Breskly. In 1907,
the Society had eighty members and budget of $850. Her husband, Maurice Bresky, was
the first president of the Talmud Torah, and both husband and wife worked hard to raise
money for the first building for the Hebrew school. In addition, Anna Bresky was the
president of the state’s first Zionist society (prior to the establishment of Hadassah).22
The women’s group Bikkur Cholim was also associated with the Orthodox
movement. It is unknown how large the group was in St. Paul, but it was established in
the 1890s and later became associate with the National Conference of Jewish Charities.
There was also the Haknasat Orhim which was described as a “sheltering house” in 1907
and later became a home for the aged. 23 The 1870s and 1880s also saw the establishment
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of numerous Jewish men’s groups, such as a local B’nai B’rith lodge (which sometimes
had women’s auxiliaries)24 and the Hebrew Social Club that mainly discussed political
and historical topics.25
Jewish women’s organizations followed a similar path in Minneapolis to that of
St. Paul. St. Paul may have had the state’s first synagogue, but Minneapolis population
numbers soon eclipsed that of St. Paul. In 1907-1908, there were an estimated 6,000
Jewish residents in Minneapolis compared to about 3,500 in St. Paul and ten different
synagogues. Shaarei Tov was the largest congregation with 110 members and an income
of $5,200, though all but one congregation had at least fifty members.
The Hebrew Ladies’ Aid group at Shaarei Tov was the first to form. The group
had been originally named Baszion Rees and had actually been established before the
congregation. Like their St. Paul equivalent at Mount Zion, the ladies’ aid was closely
associated with the St. Paul chapter of the NCJW, and they had a significant income of
over $2,200. There were Bikkur Cholim auxiliary clubs at both Keneseth Israel and Beth
Aaron. Keneseth Israel was the second largest congregation in Minneapolis with eightyeight members and the Minneapolis Talmud Torah grew out of this congregation.26
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National Council of Jewish Women
As seen, there were numerous smaller women’s organizations, generally run in
conjunction with various congregations around the Twin Cities. Of these outreaches, the
Hebrew Ladies Aid Societies of Mount Zion and Shaarei Tov were the most active and
had the ability to both raise substantial amounts of money and to begin successful
ministries. The creation of a national Jewish organization in the 1890s would bring new
emphases to their efforts.
The National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW) was founded by Hannah G.
Solomon at World’s Fair in Chicago during the Parliament of Religions in 1893.27 It was
the first major Jewish women’s organization in the world. Ninety other women were part
of the original planning in Chicago, including Nina Cohen, the founder and first president
of the Minneapolis chapter, and Rachel Hass, the first president of the St. Paul chapter.
The local chapters were heavily influenced by the national organization, so a short
examination of major council-wide decisions is helpful when looking at local initiatives.
The following statement by the NJCW demonstrates the importance of integration and
assimilation into American society. “The National Council of Jewish Women believes
that Jews shared in and made a contribution to the work of building an America where
the accepted ideal is one of liberty, equality, and dignity.” 28 In the early years, the local
chapters were closely associated with Mount Zion and Temple Israel and made up
primarily of upper-class Jewish women. However, as time passed eastern European
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Jewish immigrants were integrated into the chapters. The first Eastern-European born
president was Fanny Brin in the 1930s.
When the NCJW was formed in 1893, there was a major emphasis on religious
education. Religious schools for children were established as well as study groups for
council women in Jewish education. In 1894, a national committee for a Junior League
was created (though there wouldn’t be a Minnesota Junior League for many years). In
1896, the bylaws were adopted for the national organization with fifty local sections
represented at the convention held in New York. In 1898 the NCJW began to shift focus
towards peace and international relations; they sent a petition to President McKinley
urging a settlement of differences with Spain by negotiation. During the 1899-1900
convention, the emphasis of the organization shifted further, toward Social Welfare
projects and training of professionals and volunteers, as well as peace. The year 1902
continued on the line of social welfare with the running of nursery schools, settlement
houses, and study groups for children and adults.29
The influx of Eastern European immigrants drove NCJW activities starting in
1903. It is estimated that a million and a half Jewish immigrants came to the United
States between the years 1899 and 1914—the effect of the influx of immigrants was
already discussed, but Minnesota was not an isolated event. Massive immigration would
change Jewish populations across the country. In response, the NCJW partnered with the
US government to establish Service to Foreign born (Immigrant Aid) to help this large
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number of Jewish immigrants adjust and assimilate into their new lives in American. The
NCJW even had a booth at Ellis Island to assist newcomers. There was particular concern
for young women coming to the Unites States alone, and NCJW members helped these
women find housing and employment. It was not usual for young immigrant women (or
men for that matter) to be swindled by unscrupulous agents or have their luggage lost or
sent ahead so they had virtually nothing when they arrived. There was also an unrealistic
expectation of what many women were hoping to find once they had reached the United
States. NCJW members reported that young immigrant women believed that everyone
dressed like royalty in the states and they would be able to find wealthy husbands almost
immediately. A primarily concern of the NCJW was to keep these vulnerable women
from being coerced into prostitution.30
In 1908 the NCJW committees Jewish Blind and Deaf; for Peace and Arbitration;
and for Education were all established, while a Public Health Program was established in
1914. In 1917 there was an emphasis on War Work and cooperation with the government
agencies. In 1919 there was a department established called Farm and Rural. Finally, in
1920 the International Case Work in immigrant aid began.31 The activities of the NCJW
were varied during the first twenty-five years, though they consistently believed in
religious education and helping other Jewish people, with a strong emphasis on women.
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While much of what the local chapters of the NCJW did mirrors the national trends, there
are deviations, of course.
The Minneapolis chapter of the NCJW was founded immediately after the
national organization was created. The founding and the direction set for the Minneapolis
chapter was fundamentally intertwined with the first president Nina Morais Cohen.
Cohen was at the national founding meeting in Chicago, and she was the founder and
charter member of the Minnesota chapter. Cohen was born in 1855 in Philadelphia. She
was an accomplished and well-connected woman. Her father, Sabato Morais, a
distinguished rabbi, established the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York.32 She
married Emanuel Cohen, an attorney, when she was thirty years old, and the couple
moved to Minneapolis shortly after their marriage. They joined Shaarai Tov in
Minneapolis. Emanuel Cohen became a prominent insurance lawyer in town; he also
taught at the congregation’s religious school. In 1924, four years after his death, Emanuel
Cohen was called the “foremost Jew in Minneapolis.”33 Like her husband, Marais Cohen
became involved in various clubs and societies in Minneapolis. She was one of the
charter members of the Woman’s Club in Minneapolis of Minneapolis, as the chairman
of the arts of letters department. She gave a public series of lectures in Minnesota on
topics including Dante, Isben, and the Bible.34 Her commitment to education, literature,
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and history can be seen throughout her tenure as president of the NCJW-Minneapolis
chapter.
Marais Cohen plus another fifty-six other women officially organized the chapter
on July 25, 1894. While Cohen never held any office in the national NCJW, she was the
president of the Minneapolis chapter from 1893 until 1907. The following is a description
of the distinction of the organization:
At the time of the organization in Minneapolis, there were other Jewish women’s
organizations in the city, they were confined in activity to immediate relief;
hence, it was felt that there was a need for an organization for preventative and
constructive philanthropy, and for the development of a deeper race
consciousness and ride through study of Jewish literature and history.35
The early years of the organization were most focused on education and culture. The
Minneapolis chapter gave a number of well-researched and impressive lectures on
various topics including: the “Hasmoneans,” “The Great War,” [Jewish-Roman War, 6673AD], and a particularly unusual lecture on Judas Iscariot (it was decided Judas was not
nearly as bad as he was made out to be in the New Testament).36 In addition to all the
education the organization provided, it was decided in 1903 that the NCJW-Minneapolis
would begin to work with immigrant aid, which would have been in conjunction with the
national NJCW’s focus on immigrant aid.
It was during the second presidency of NCJW-Minneapolis that the women began
their philanthropic activities in earnest. Bertha Weiskopf replaced Cohen as president in
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1907 and served until 1915 in that role. Weiskopf, like Cohen was a charter member of
the Minneapolis Woman’s Club. She was also the organizer and first president of the
Sisterhood Auxiliary of Sharaai Tov. She was a woman committed to social outreach.
Under her leadership the chapter began their juvenile court activity, and they also assisted
the State Child Labor Committee in taking a school census. In 1908, a day nursery was
established but it was soon abandoned. Two committees on immigrant aid were
established that worked with young women to find employment and encouraging the
women to attend night school. They also established two girls’ clubs in separate parts of
the city, using local schools as a meeting place. A committee on the blind was established
and they worked with eight blind people; they provided financial aid for an operation to
restore one person’s sight. In 1909, the council hired a nurse and housekeeper to work in
“the poorer district,” and the nurse worked with school authorities with the aim of
preventing contagious diseases. In 1914, NCJW-Minneapolis established a “fresh air”
camp on Lake Minnetonka for over six hundred Jewish mothers and children. They also
established a scholarship for young women. 37
The third president of the NCJW-Minneapolis was named Mollie Jacobs Metzger
and her administration spanned from 1915 to 1918. Her years were marked by rapid
organizational growth, with nearly 100 women joining during those three years. Metzger
created a hospital visiting committee, which along with visiting people in hospitals, also
printed pamphlets in Yiddish about prenatal care and care of babies and children which
they distributed to free clinics. During these years the women were preoccupied with the
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war effort, which was typical of the time. They were able to raise $2,000 to support the
Russian War relief; their support of Russian Jews could indicate a larger Eastern
European membership at this point.38
The fourth president’s tenure was largely dominated by the First World War.
Annalee Weiskopf Wolff was president from 1918-1919. She was the daughter of the
second president of the club. Most of their normal social welfare programs needed to be
put on hold to focus on the war effort. They worked heavily with the Red Cross. The one
innovation that came out of this year was the establishment of the Junior League. Fifty
different young women from around Minneapolis came together to join this new
organization. There was also an attempt to recruit men. It was abandoned soon after due
to lack of interest.39
Sadye Ascheim Kantrowitz was the last president during our years of
examination, her tenure running from 1919-1924. She had been the cofounder of the
Council of Jewish Juniors and their first adviser before her appointment as president of
the NCJW-Minneapolis. The social services, which had largely been abandoned because
of the war were reestablished. Her biggest accomplishment was the establishment of the
Southside Neighborhood House, a settlement house, which would become a major focus
of the council for the next nineteen years. In 1919, Kantrowitz reported 355 members in
the council in her triennial report to the NCJW.40 In the same year the Council organized
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a team of social service experts to go to Holland and Latvia to help the Jewish refugees
who had been dislocated during the war.41
The National Council of Jewish Women, St. Paul
The St. Paul chapter of the NCJW was founded shortly after the Minneapolis
chapter. The NCJW-St. Paul was founded in October, 1894. Rachel Haas, who was
present at the planning meeting for the NCJW in Chicago in 1894, was the first president.
Haas noted in her 1896 report for the NCJW National Convention, that the St. Paul
Council struggled in the early years because of a lack of workers; there were forty-five
members listed in 1896. While the St. Paul chapter was generally slightly smaller than the
Minneapolis chapter, they too grew substantially through the years. There were 164
members in 1916 and 306 in 1927.42 The St. Paul chapter was always closely aligned
with the Mount Zion Hebrew Ladies Aid Society. Many women were part of both
organizations, and many of their educational and charitable activities were done in
conjunction.
Haas described the work that the NCJW-St. Paul did as separated into two
seasons, winter and summer. The winter season was predominately concerned with
Jewish education. She credited Nina Cohen, the president of the Minneapolis chapter, of
being of great help to the St. Paul chapter in the early years. Cohen arranged their literary
program and often led the study sessions as well. By 1896 the St. Paul chapter had
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studied a significant portion of the Hebrew Bible plus some literary works, such as
Byron, Browning, and Milton.43 The education program was held in conjunction with the
Hebrew Ladies Benevolent Society (Mount Zion).
The summer season was dedicated to “work along the children,” which was done
at the Industrial School for girls, which was created in conjunction with the Hebrew
Ladies Benevolent Society (it was a direct continuation of the sewing program that the
Mount Zion Ladies Aid had established two years prior). 44 The Industrial School for
Girls, founded in 1895, was under the direction of Sophie Wirth. The school was located
on Fairview Avenue in St. Paul in an area called the “flats. The neighborhood was largely
made up of Jewish families, many being recent immigrants from Eastern Europe and
Russia. The school had classes in sewing, English, and Americanization. By 1897, the
school served seventy-five girls, ranging in age from six to fourteen. Quickly they
established a program for boys focusing on manual labor. The Industrial School would
eventually become the St. Paul Neighborhood House (more on this settlement house later
in chapter). 45
A large part of the success of the Industrial School should be credited to Sophie
Wirth. Wirth was born in 1848 in Germany but came to American at a young age and was
educated in Milwaukee, WI. She moved to St. Paul where she would spend the rest of her
life. She became the vice-president of the Hebrew Ladies Aid at Mount Zion. When the
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Society split into two organizations (one as the Temple auxiliary and one for social
outreach) she became the head of the newly formed Jewish Relief Society.46
The NCJW-St. Paul ran a “fresh air camp” at White Bear Lake called the Lake
Vacation Home. The name was later changed to the Sophie Wirth Camp in 1926. The
camp was designed to help overtired mothers and their children. It was originally founded
by the Jewish Relief Society (but merged with the NJCW-St. Paul in 1918) in 1911. The
Camp became the Council’s primary philanthropic activity for thirty-one years. A
pamphlet from the 1930s shows the camp balancing fun and religion. They held Sabbath
services, kept a Kosher kitchen, and had a large variety of fun activities for children
including: boating, canoeing, camping, woodcraft, hiking, nature study, sports, art, first
aid, etc.47
The work of the NCJW-St. Paul would grow from just the support of the
Industrial School. When the United States government asked for help with new Jewish
immigrants in 1903, NCJW-St. Paul took up the cause along with the national
organizational push. They assisted immigrants coming to Minnesota by helping them find
homes and employment. They offered Americanization classes and later citizenship
classes. They even supported two German Jewish boys who had arrived in St. Paul prior
to the rest of their family.
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In 1907, NCJW-St. Paul founded, along with three other Jewish women’s groups,
the Jewish Day Nursery which later was taken over by the Neighborhood House.48 They
were also the first group in St. Paul to work with the blind. In 1918, they were
instrumental in the creation of the Mutual Aid Blind Organization (which grew from their
Council Committee on Sight Conservation).49 The first president of the Mutual Aid Blind
Organization was a NCJW-St. Paul member by the name of Esther Frankel, a Hungarian
immigrant who came to American when she was sixteen. Among Frankel’s many
accomplishments were establishing a vocational training school for the blind, initiating a
system of friendly visiting, arranging free attendance at musical events, and providing
medical aid. She was the superintendent of sale of items produced by the blind, a
domestic science class for blind girls, and a class on weaving and bead work for the
blind.50
The work of the two chapters of the NCJW were significant. Combined they
created two settlement houses and provided assistance to countless new immigrants and
various other groups of people, especially women and children, who were in need.
Because the two chapters of the NCJW were so closely aligned with each other and the
Hebrew Ladies Aid Societies at both Mount Zion and Shaarai Tov, there is sometimes
confusion as to what group was responsible for what. There is also a question of was
there truly much of a distinction between the organizations in practice? There was a
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tendency for the leadership of the organizations to be one and the same. Regardless of
what group claimed responsibility for what, there is ample evidence that Jewish women
were active in their communities and engaged in various social causes.
Other Jewish Women’s Groups
The NCJW’s education efforts tended to focus on adult education aimed at their
own membership. It also was undeniably highbrow. When they did focus on education
for non-members, it tended to be more general and not religious (education at the
Industrial School was concerned with basic instruction in things like sewing and manual
labor, for example). Concern for proper religious education for children fell to other
groups of women. The most significant Hebrew school in Minnesota was the Talmud
Torah in Minneapolis, which had an active women’s auxiliary.
Concern over how to give youth a proper religious education is a common
problem for minority groups. With relatively small overall population numbers, fear of
secularization was not unfounded for Minnesota’s Jewish population. There were schools
associated with a number of synagogues in Minnesota (Emanuel and Toferet in Duluth;
Mount Zion and Sons of Zion in St. Paul; and Adath Yeshvin and Shaarai Tov in 1907).51
The establishment of what would become Talmud Torah at Keneseth Israel would
become an independent and renown Hebrew School that would education Jewish youth
for generations.
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Talmud Torah was originally founded in 1894 as the Hebrew Free School in an
abandoned butcher shop, in conjunction with Keneseth Israel. It was reorganized in 1911
independently of the synagogue. A school building was purchased and moved, and a
head teacher was brought in from New York. The school accepted only boys at the
beginning but did eventually accept girl students. The curriculum was trilingual: English,
Hebrew, and Yiddish. During that first year of operation, two women, Mrs. A. Farbstein
and Mrs. Solly Berman, organized the Ladies’ Auxiliary. Somewhat surprisingly for the
time, it was decided to grant the Ladies Auxiliary voting power on the board of directors
in 1912. In 1913, there were 262 students enrolled, and the next year it became clear they
needed a new building, which was finished in 1915.
The Ladies’ Auxiliary, a group of thirty-five women, was established to further
the activities, care for the welfare of the students, and care for the building. Their focus
quickly evolved and expanded. The Auxiliary cared for education of immigrants, assisted
in relief drives, supervised sewing and cooking classes, and provided financial support
for the school. When the school built a new building in 1915, the Ladies’ Auxiliary
provided key financial support. Over time their support became primarily financial. By
1932, the Ladies’ Auxiliary provided around $4,000 per year through a variety of
fundraisers including a Kosher dance, a Purim food sale, and a fall rummage sale.52
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St. Paul Hadassah
The turn of the century saw renewed interest in the Jewish homeland of Israel
which followed national and international trends. The largest women’s group in
Minnesota with the sole goal of supporting Israel was Hadassah. Henrietta Szold had
been to Palestine in 1909 and was appalled by the condition in which Palestinian Jews
were living. She wanted to create an organization that would appeal to both
humanitarians and Zionists. She was able to gain enough support to send two publichealth nurses to Palestine and she worked to create a “ladies Zionist” group to support her
plans. Szold founded Hadassah in 1912. Hadassah was to be devoted to promoting
“Jewish institutions and enterprises in the Holy Land and to fostering Jewish ideals.” In
time the program of sending public health nurses would evolve into a full medical unit in
Palestine.
Szold visited St. Paul in 1913 and found receptive audience. There had been
Zionist support in St. Paul prior to her visit. In 1897 a men’s Young Zionist Group was
formed, and in 1903, a women’s auxiliary was formed. Szold’s message was well
received, and the local chapter of Hadassah was established on October 19, 1913 which
was the eighth group to receive a charter. The St. Paul chapter was able to raise $49.50
that first year. By 1916, there were a recorded 150 women in attendance at the year’s
opening meeting. In the early years, there were two groups: one which focused on
humanitarian causes and another which focused on Zionism as well as general
humanitarian issues. Dues were $2 and $3 respectively. The two groups merged later, the
exact date is unknown.
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During the First World War their efforts were intensified to accommodate the
worsening conditions in Palestine. In addition to raising funds, the women of Hadassah
formed sewing circles to make clothing for women and children. They also ran clothing
and shoe drives. This continued after the war with a continuation of clothing drives and
toy drives. In the 1920s, the women began to hold food sales to benefit the Medical Unit
in Palestine. Education played a role in Hadassah. In 1915, they donated a set of slides to
the St. Paul Public Library called “Rejuvenated or Modern Palestine.” These slides were
also shown to new members.53
Jewish Settlement Houses
There were three different Jewish settlement houses in the Twin Cities, each
located within larger pockets of Jewish populations: one on the West Side in St. Paul, one
in South Minneapolis, and the third located on in North Minneapolis. Like all settlement
house, their purpose was to serve their community in whatever ways they could. The
Jewish communities had significant challenges with the influx of immigrants, and the
settlement houses provided much needed programs for immigrant Jewish families. As
neighborhoods changed, different settlements took different approaches. At least one of
the houses (Neighborhood House) changed their mission to better serve their new
neighbors, while the settlement on the Northside moved in order to continue to serve
Jewish families.
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The first Jewish settlement house was Neighborhood House, though it was
originally called the Industrial School. The Industrial School was established in
conjunction with Mount Zion as outreach to immigrants in St. Paul, many of whom were
Jewish. In 1903, the organization was reestablished as non-sectarian Neighborhood
House. Just because the organization was no longer explicitly Jewish, it did not mean that
all religious affiliation was tossed aside. The Rabbi of Temple Israel, Dr. Isaac L. Rypins,
was the third vice president on the Neighborhood House’s Board of Directors. However,
now Catholic and Protestants were also active in this outreach. There are four male clergy
on the original list of directors, and three women, out of nineteen people. The
Neighborhood House had a distinct open-door policy put in place: “To serve the residents
of the ‘flats’ through helping the individual, through fostering family and neighborly
friendliness, and through cultivating human relationships across the lines of race and
language, party and creed.”54 From that point forward the running of organization was
ecumenical, though there is a consistent Jewish presence.
The notes from the secretary for the first years of incorporation provide insight
into what was happening both on the board and with the residents. In April of 1904 it was
decided that dancing would not be allowed at the House on Sundays with a note that
Christian customs as well as Jewish would be respected. In October of that year, it was
noted that a day nursery was needed. This was probably the day nursery that was begun
by the NCJW. In 1907 the notes indicate that they needed to raise $2000 and the board
decided that they should try to raise $1000 of that through Jewish donors. In 1908 Jane
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Addams spoke on behalf of Neighborhood House, and subscriptions and donations
increased. Later that year, James Hill promised $500 per year for the purpose of
experimenting in industrial education. In 1909 a Jewish Mother’s Club was established.55
The 1916-1917 annual report listed a number of different programs. They had
their Industrial Work which had more than 200 girls enrolled, learning how to sew. They
also held a dressmaking class in which some mothers had enrolled. They had a
kindergarten, a library, a music school, and various clubs and social activities: such as a
Hebrew Club and a Garden Club. They also had a variety of summer programs such as
regular outings, cooking classes, picnics, playground, library.56
While the ladies’ aid of the Mount Zion, and the NCJW-St. Paul were involved in
the establishment of the Neighborhood House, the Minneapolis chapter of the NCJW
established the South Side Neighborhood House.57 By all accounts it was much smaller
than Neighborhood House, and there is less information on the South Side Neighborhood
House compared to the Neighborhood House as well. A 1922 neighborhood study of
South Minneapolis provides the majority of facts about the settlement house. It was
described as a recently organized settlement house in 1922 that provided services to
Jewish members of the community. There were no residents living in house, but thirty
volunteers and three part-time staff members. There were eight different boys and girls
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clubs at the house; one mother’s club; two Americanization classes; one foreigners club;
weekly dances; weekly movies; gymnasium classes; a baseball team; and various specialinterest clubs including knitting, crochet, dance, drama, and pottery. There were 515
community members served by the settlement house that year, 420 from South
Minneapolis; eighty from North Minneapolis, and fifteen from St. Paul.58
The third Jewish settlement house founded in North Minneapolis in 1924. It was
called the Emanuel Cohen Community Center, but it was reorganized and renamed Sabes
Jewish Community Center in 1959 and still operates in St. Louis Park. The Emanuel
Cohen Center was an outgrowth of the Social Services Department of the Minneapolis
Talmud Torah, which had opened in 1917 with Julia Felsenthel as the first
superintendent. In 1923 the Social Services Department was moved to 909 Elwood Ave
N.59 It was decided that the new building at 909 Elwood would be named after Emanuel
Cohen, the prominent lawyer, and husband of Nina Morais Cohen. Cohen outlived his
wife by a couple of years, and when he died in 1920, he left most of their estate to
Associated Jewish Charities for the specific purpose of opening a Jewish community
center. The Emanuel Cohen Center operated as a typical settlement house. It sponsored a
variety of social programs, athletic programs, and community services. In the 1960s, the
population of the Northside was changing, and the Center moved westward to continue to
serve its Jewish constituents. It was at that time that they dropped the name Emanuel
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Cohen Center and took on the more generic Jewish Community Center of Greater
Minneapolis.60
The number of social services and outreaches in the Twin Cities by and for the
Jewish population is impressive, the majority created and/or run by women. The primary
concern was caring for their own populations and encouraging new immigrants to
become productive members of American society.
Jewish Women in Duluth
Behind St. Paul and Minneapolis, Duluth had the third largest Jewish population
in the state. While a few prominent Jewish citizens lived in Duluth since the 1870s there
were not enough people to support a congregation. One prominent Duluth Jewish man
named Bernard Silberstein joined Mount Zion in St. Paul as an “out of town” member.
Over time the population grew and in 1891 the first Jewish synagogue, Emanuel, was
established and incorporated four years later. From the very beginning the synagogue was
associated with the Reform tradition. Silberstein was the first president.61
By 1907 there were four different congregations in Duluth: Adas Israel and
Chevra Kadisha62 with a membership of 100; B’Nai Israel with fifteen members;
Emanuel with seventy-five members and an annual income of $3,000. There was a school
associated with Emanuel. It was the only synagogue in Duluth to have services in
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English. Finally, there was Toferet [Tiffereth] Israel with a membership of 75.63 Because
the Jewish population in Duluth settled later than that of the Twin Cities, the population
was less divided. Most of the migration to Duluth occurred during or after the large wave
of Eastern European immigrants, which created a somewhat different looking
relationship between groups. The population was also significantly smaller than in the
Twin Cities, which contributed to a more cohesive population.
According to the Jewish Yearbook, the only Jewish women’s group in Duluth was
the Ladies Temple Aid Society which was associated with Temple Emanuel. Temple
Emanuel merged with Tiffereth Israel64 in 1971 to create Temple Israel which is still an
active congregation affiliated with both the Reform and Reconstructionist movements.
However, long before that, there were a group of women actively participating in a
variety of social outreach activities.
The Temple Aid Society was active in both supporting their congregation and
participated in local outreaches. They had formal associations with non-Jewish
organizations. There could be different explanations for this. It could be due to a lack of
Jewish organizations in Duluth, or a desire to work with other groups of people outside of
the Jewish community; it could also be in indication of a desire for assimilation. They
were a member of the Central Council of Social Workers, which described itself as a
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large and unwieldy body.65 They supported the Associated Charities of Duluth, to which
they donated twenty-five dollars to in 1913.66
An area of importance for the Temple Aid Society was supporting Jewish
immigrants living in the Duluth area. The National Council of Jewish Women (New York
chapter) sent a letter to the Temple Aid Society in 1913 asking the women to help them
by visiting recent immigrants to the Duluth area. The letter inquires: “May I once more
ask the continuance of your cooperation in the work for our immigrant sisters?” The letter
then asks the women to immediately visit the new immigrants to point them to
employment, recreation, and English services. The letter specifies how important it is for
the new immigrants to learn English and to become the “best Americans.”67 In 1916, the
National Council of Jewish Women in New York sent a letter asking them to visit a
specific woman, Sonia Kaplan, who had recently moved to the Duluth area. The NCJW
letter notes that they enclosed a card on which they wanted a report sent after the visit.
The letter requested other names if they were unable or unwilling to visit this woman.
Considering the letter was saved among the small collection, it is likely they did indeed
visit this woman, plus this would have been typical of the organization’s work at the
time.68 The importance of this letter is of some note. There was not a local chapter of the
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NCJW in the Duluth area. However, the national organization sought the Temple Aid
Society out to work towards the NCJW’s goal of supporting immigrant work.
The Temple Society worked with both prisoners and inmates of an insane asylum,
unusual work compared to activities of other ladies’ aid societies of the time. In 1921,
they received a letter from the National Federation of Jewish Sisterhoods commending
their efforts in working with male prisoners. The letter goes on to say that the Federation
would be able to send a rabbi to visit the prisoners as well, which the Society had
evidently requested. Why they were asking this larger Federation rather than one of the
local rabbis is unclear. Perhaps there was a lack of interest or disapproval of the activities
within their own community.69 The women went to the Fergus Falls Insane Asylum to
visit with Jewish inmates, of which there were only five in 1920, but the Temple Society
had notes on all of them: four women and one man. The notes were short, but detailed
their marital status, whether or not they frequently received visitors, and whether or not
they were talkative or seemed to enjoy the visits.70
What is remarkable about the Duluth Temple Aid Society is the diversity of their
outreach activities. While their records are limited, it appears that they were most
concerned with social problems such as the institutionalized and the marginalized
immigrant. This is a sharp break with the majority of ladies’ aid organizations which
tended to focus on aid to women and children above all else.
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The Duluth Council of Jewish Women was organized in November of 1920 by
Mayme Weinberg and a membership of thirty women. This organization shares similar
goals and values to that of the Emmanuel Temple Aid Society. Certainly, there was
overlap in membership between the two organizations. By 1924, the Council had a
membership of 155 women, a surprisingly large membership considering the relatively
small population of Jews in Duluth. The Society engaged in a variety of philanthropic,
educational, religious, and civil activities. The group awarded scholarships to students.
They visited immigrant homes to help in the Americanization process. The women also
visited local hospitals and the inmates of the Nopeming Sanitarium, 71 an institution for
people with tuberculosis, were sent books, music records, flowers, and fruit baskets.72
Like the many other Jewish groups at the time, they supported the blind. In 1919,
the people of Duluth established a workshop called the Lighthouse, which was a place
that blind people could work and earn a living.73 The Society had a subcommittee that
visited, entertained, and “disposed” of the items made in the shop. The Society formed a
recreational center for boys and girls with clubs for the children being formed.
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Other Jewish Ladies’ Aid Around the State
The majority of Jewish Minnesotans lived in the Twin Cities and Duluth. There
were a limited number of synagogues and ladies’ aid groups found elsewhere in the state.
One such organization was the ladies’ aid of the B’Nai Abraham (Virginia) Synagogue.
The synagogue was incorporated in 1905, and the ladies’ aid was established by 1908.
Their meeting notes were largely concerned with collecting membership dues and raising
funds for the society through primarily lunches in the early years for the Temple. It is
clear they regularly held lunches and dances with members being assigned the job of
bringing cakes, sandwiches, coffee, etc. On October 20, 1909, there was a note that Mrs.
H.J Nathanson was authorized by the society to give up the full amount of $695.57
towards building the temple. They managed to collect a surprising amount of cash. Their
accounts were listed as $650.50 Aug 25, 1910.74 From the limited information found in
the meeting minutes, it appears the B’Nai Abraham ladies’ aid functioned in a similar
manner to both Protestant and Jewish ladies’ aid groups around the state.
Jewish women all over Minnesota engaged in a variety of social reform activities
within their congregations and through larger Jewish organizations. Their interests were
varied, but there was a clear preoccupation with assisting immigrants (especially women
and children), education, and Americanization.
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The Question of Temperance
The majority of activities in which Jewish women were engaged were similar in
nature to their Protestant and Catholic neighbors. Most religious women in Minnesota
cared deeply about the wellbeing of women, children, healthcare, education, combating
an assortment of social evils, etc. There is one reform measure that Jewish women simply
did not support like their Christian counterparts: temperance.
Whereas the battle for temperance dominated in many Christian circles,
Americans Jews were overwhelmingly opposed to prohibition. Jews have a long history
with alcohol that predates the United States by millennia. According to rabbinic law,
Jews are restricted from drinking wine made by gentiles—it is not kosher. To contend
with this restriction, it makes sense to control alcohol production to ensure that wine is
indeed kosher, especially when Jews were often a minority in Christian dominated
culture, thus the beginnings of Jewish participation in the alcohol industry. Practically
speaking, in Europe when Jews were restricted from owning land and engaging in certain
businesses, alcohol production was one of the areas where Jews could have a business.75
Marni David writes about the relationship between Jewish immigrants and the
alcohol industry: “When Jewish immigrants took up alcohol entrepreneurship, they
forged a powerful link between their past and their present.” Unfortunately, the largest
migration of European Jews to America coincided with the height of the temperance
movement in America. Of course, there was plenty of money to be made. In 1918,
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alcohol was the nation’s fifth largest industry, despite Prohibition looming on the
horizon. However, popular opinion was rapidly changing, and soon participation in the
alcohol industry would become a much bigger liability than asset. Nationally, Jewish
leaders regularly spoke out against organizations like the WCTU accusing them of trying
to impose their Protestant values on American politics and culture. 76
Of the plethora of Minnesota temperance associations, both male and female,
none were Jewish. There is only two brief mentions of Jewish Minnesotan in Sabine
Meyer’s expansive history of the temperance movement in Minnesota. Rabbi Wechsler of
Mount Zion, along with numerous Protestant and Catholic clergy formed a Law and
Order League in 1886 with the aim of holding saloon owners accountable to liquor
ordinances.77 The author later makes note that the small German Jewish population of St.
Paul joined other German immigrants in opposing temperance legislature.78
The lack of sources about Minnesota Jews and temperance is telling. It was not a
cause this group supported, unlike many of the other religious groups in Minnesota.
There were surely individual Jewish women who would have supported temperance—a
group’s action does not speak for every single opinion after all—but all evidence points
to general opposition to temperance laws.

76

Davis, Jews and Booze, 8, 10.

77

Meyer, We Are What We Drink, 67.

78

Meyer, We Are What We Drink, 115.

209
Jews and Suffrage
Jewish women did participate in the fight for universal suffrage. There was no
Jewish-specific suffrage organization; Jewish women joined the various suffrage
organizations that were present in Minnesota. There were a number of Jewish women
who were local leaders in the fight for the vote, and their leadership is worth further
investigation. Two women hailed from the Reform tradition and two from the Orthodox
tradition demonstrating that women of varying Jewish affiliations rallied behind the
cause.
Nina Morais Cohen, the founder of the National Council of Jewish Women,
Minneapolis chapter, was discussed in some detail earlier in the chapter. In addition to
her commitment to education she was an active supporter of suffrage from a young age.
She wrote an article for the North American Review entitled “Limitations of Sex.” She
was well connected in the national suffrage scene. Susan B. Anthony and Anna Howard
Shaw stayed at her home in 1901.79 She was also friendly with local suffrage leaders. She
ran in similar circles with Clara Ueland, leader of the Political Equality Club, and
Barbara Stuhler reported that Ueland greatly admired Cohen.80
Fanny Brin, another president of the NCJW (albeit many years after Cohen) was a
leader in the suffrage movement. Brin was born in Rumania in 1884 as Fanny Fligelmen.
She represents the success of the second wave of Jewish immigrants to the United States.
She came to Minnesota when she was only three months old. She was acquainted with
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Carrie Chapman Catt, and Catt recognized Brin as one of the ten outstanding Jewish
Women in the nation in 1935. She headed the NCJW in 1938. She was especially drawn
to women’s rights, world peace, and democracy.81 She was the president of the
Minneapolis Worker’s Equal Suffrage League in 1912.82
Two Orthodox women, both associated with Keneseth Israel, were strong suffrage
leaders: Anna Bresky and her daughter Elenore Harriet Bresky. Anna Bresky was born in
Russia and immigrated to the United States when she was twenty-nine years old. She
clearly took to the American tradition of organizing clubs and societies. She was the
founder of both the Sisters of Benevolent Peace Society at Keneseth Israel and the Zionist
Society. She was described as an “ardent suffragist” as well as being a mother of six. At
least one of her children took up the cause of suffrage from her. Her daughter Elenore
Harriet Bresky was a both a lawyer and a teacher. Bresky was also active in the state
legislature on behalf of suffrage and teacher’s pensions. She was in charge of suffrage
demonstrations in a Minneapolis park and active in a suffrage parade. She was the state
chairman of the Minnesota branch of the National Woman’s Party and a member of the
Political Equity Club.83 This mother/daughter pair makes clear that more conservative
religious leanings did not necessarily mean more conservative political association. The
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younger Bresky is one of the most active suffragist discussed in this entire paper, yet she
maintained her Orthodox association.
Concluding Thoughts
Considering the Jewish population in Minnesota was only a little over 31,000 in
1920, it is remarkable how much this group of women were able to accomplish. They
made up a mere 1.3 percent of the population, yet Jewish women established settlement
houses, camps, clubs, societies, educational programs, and charities. They worked in a
wide variety of areas, though central to their work was the Jewish population. From Nina
Cohen’s early lectures on the Bible to establishing large settlements for new Jewish
immigrants, preserving their faith and helping their own permeated their missions.
African American Women in Minnesota
The African American population was even smaller than the Jewish population
around the turn of the twentieth century. According to United States census data, by1890
there were only 1,564 African Americans, but their numbers grew to 7,084 by 1910.
While that is substantial growth, compared to Minnesota as a whole, the African
American populations was still sitting at a mere 0.3, an small number compared to some
of the bigger immigrant groups which were migrating in much larger numbers during
these same years, such as the Swedes and Norwegians. The vast majority of African
Americans lived in either Minneapolis or St. Paul, though there was also a moderately
sized population in Duluth.84
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In the 1860s African Americans were contending with significant racism in the
Twin Cities. In 1866, a group of whites attacked an African American residence,
destroying personal possessions in an attempt to drive the African Americans out of the
neighborhood on Wabasha Street in St. Paul. Another early incident was when white
residents of St. Paul successfully drove out an African American family from their home
on Wabasha due to an outbreak of smallpox. By the mid-1870s there were clear
indications that residents of St. Paul were discouraging African Americans from living in
certain neighborhoods.85 By 1920, this redlining resulted in most African Americans in
St. Paul being congregated in the Rhondo District, which was 66 percent African
American at the time. There were also African American neighborhoods on the lower
west side, also known as the “flats.” This area had previously been where many Jewish
families had lived (and some poorer Jewish families continued to live), and the location
of the Neighborhood House. The flats could easily be defined as a slum.86
Along with the deep-rooted racism in housing practices in the cities, African
American men were mostly relegated to menial service and common labor, being largely
excluded from unions and apprenticeships. African American women fared no better.
According to the limited information available, most women worked as laundresses,
seamstresses, cooks, and domestics. A few women were able to obtain better paying
positions such as a hairdresser or teaching music, and a few attended the University of
Minnesota. However, even with an education, African American women were
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systematically denied entrance into more professional careers. For example, there were a
mere two female African American school teachers in the state before 1900. 87
The African American Church
By all accounts, the church stood as the center of many African American
communities in Minnesota, like it did elsewhere in the nation. The majority of African
churches in Minnesota were Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal (AME), and both
men and women played crucial roles in establishing and running these churches.
One of the earliest, if not the earliest, African American congregations in the state
was Pilgrim Baptist Church founded in 1863. Their story seems to be taken straight out of
a novel. The accounts differ from source to source, but it is generally understood that a
group of African Americans came up the Mississippi river fleeing slavery in Missouri.
Some accounts say they were smuggled aboard a steamship up to Minnesota while others
relay that they this group was aboard a raft. Regardless of the exact method, local
authorities took this group and divided them, sending some up to Duluth, some down to
southern Minnesota, and some stayed in St. Paul. One of those who stayed in St. Paul was
Rev. Robert Thomas Hickman, a slave who had been taught to read and worked as a
minister to other slaves in addition to his other tasks.88 Hickman had preached the gospel
for twelve years in Missouri without any formal education or ordination. 89 Once in
Minnesota, Hickman led a group of African Americans in worship, first in their homes,

87

David Vassar Taylor, “Pilgrim’s Progress,” 57-61.

88

Pilgrim Baptist Church, Pilgrim Baptist Church, St. Paul MN, 125th Anniversary Book, 18631988 (Marceline, MO: Walsworth Publishing Company, 1988), 16-18.
89

Taylor, “Pilgrim’s Progress,” 159.

214
and later in a rented space in the Concert Hall building on 3rd Street in St. Paul. The
prayer group petitioned for mission status under the sponsorship of First Baptist Church
in 1864 (a white church), and the prayer group became a legitimate church. However,
they were now under the guidance of a white church which assigned a white preacher to
the new congregation, since Hickman had yet to be ordained. The membership continued
to be primarily African American. Hickman stayed on first as a clerk, though it is clear he
continued to be a guiding force for the congregation. After he was ordained, he became
the official minister of the congregation in 1878. Hickman not only set the tone for the
future of Pilgrim, but he also helped establish two additional churches: Zion Baptist in
Minneapolis and another church in Hastings. 90
It is clear the women of the church always played a large role in worship and the
running of the community. Sometime between 1900 and 1909 a parishioner named Nellie
Francis went to New York and convinced the Carnegie Foundation Organ Committee to
donate an organ to their church.91 Pilgrim Baptist had a ladies’ aid Society that met every
single week in members’ homes, most frequently in the president’s house. Meeting
minutes of the ladies’ aid indicate the women engaged in variety of activities, though
most were directly involved in supporting the church itself and the members of the
congregation.
In October of 1910, the notes from the ladies’ aid had a list of the members who
had given. There was a note that they had managed to raise $140.55 and spent $139.95
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that year so far, with a remaining balance of $1.60. In November of the same year, there
were notes saying the women were trying to have the pulpit furniture repaired. They had
collected bids but were unhappy with the estimated cost of thirty-five dollars so decided
to collect more bids. The group collected a total of $1.34 at that meeting. In 1911, the
women made and distributed aprons. Other items in the notes was a thank you card for a
fruit basket that the women had sent, and a letter thanking them for the sympathy card
they had sent upon the death of a parishioner’s husband.92 The notes of the ladies’ aid are
limited and often illegible, but the few surviving notes give glimpses as to what these
women were doing.
In 1922, Pilgrim Baptist began producing a weekly publication called The
Informer. There were descriptions of a few different women’s organizations that were
currently active at the church. The ladies’ aid met on Thursday at the home of the of Mrs.
J.B. Johns. The president at this time was Mrs. Cora M. Love. There was also a note that
there was another women’s group called Earnest Workers Club; the president was Mrs.
Cornelia Smith, though there is no description of what type of work in which the club
engaged. A third club for women was listed as the Missionary Society which met on the
third Friday of the month. They were associated with the denomination-wide Baptist
Sisterhood of the denomination.93
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Another African American Church, Mount Zion, was organized as a mission of
Pilgrim Baptist Church. Mount Zion filed its articles of incorporation in 1889, though
little is known of events during the early years. The first sixteen years-worth of records
have been lost. On April 16, 1916, the Missionary Circle of Zion, a women’s group, was
organized under the leadership of Mrs. Mayme Burrell. She was voted president. There
are no surviving records to provide examples of their activities. Later in 1920, the IowaNebraska and Minnesota Baptist Association were held their annual conference at Zion.
Mrs. Burrell was the first delegate to represent Zion Baptist, and she was elected
President of the Women’s Division.94 Sadly that limited information is all that remains of
the women’s activities at Mount Zion.
There were a few other attempts to establish African American Churches in the
Twin Cities, though there was not another successful congregation until St. James AME
established in 1876 by Rev. J.R. Marley. After a difficult two years, the AME conference
sent to them Rev. Henry Simons who re-established the organization in 1878. The
beginning of the church was plagued by frequent minister turnover and moving locations.
In 1881 two women, Mrs. Ella Berry and Mrs. Ed. Morgan were able to raise $100 of the
$400 needed to purchase a building from the Jewish Church Society, they later secured
the land for that church. It was in 1881, that the church finally took the name St. James.95
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Remarkably the congregation had thirteen different ministers from 1878 to 1896, yet the
congregation still managed to grow from twenty-two members to well over a hundred.96
Women were active throughout the history of St. James AME. St. James helped to
sponsor a weekly newspaper, first called Bulletin, later called Helper. It primarily
functioned as a church bulletin, but also included general information about community
happenings. This publication is the primary source of information on women’s activities
at St. James.97 In 1908, in The Bulletin, there is a note that the Men’s Sunday Club had a
“lady’s day” (sic). A woman by the name of Miss Mae Williams was in charge of the
program entitled “Woman’s Part in the Uplift of the Race.” In the same issue there was
mention that the church had a club called “One More Effort” which met on Tuesdays at
Sister Anna Moffits’ house. St. James had deaconesses (this type of deaconess should not
be confused with the consecrated deaconesses discussed in the chapter two).98 There is a
brief mention in 1916 that the Missionary Society of the Conference was going to send a
number of distinguished women to St. Paul. Among these was a woman named Mrs.
Belle Graves, whom they then credited with being largely responsible for raising funds in
order to: install their organ, put on an addition to the church, pay for their hardwood
floors, and their lighting.99
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Catholic African Americans
While the vast majority of African American churches in Minnesota were
Protestant, there was one vibrant African American Catholic church located in the
Rhondo District, which is of note if only for its unique circumstance and incredible story.
It is known that there was a women’s organization associated with the church, but little is
known besides the fact that it did exist.
The church was named St. Peter Claver after the Spanish Jesuit who spent fortyfour years teaching and baptizing at the Caribbean port of Cartagena, in what is now
Colombia. Cartagena was one of the two slave ports in South America where slaves were
brought to be sold. Claver ministered to the needs of the over 10,000 slaves brought to
the port every single year, and he baptized an estimated 300,000 slaves.100
St. Peter Claver Church was one of Archbishop Ireland’s many initiatives in
Minnesota. Ireland was well-known for his progressive view on race, and he decided to
seek out converts among the African American community in St. Paul. He appointed
Father, later Bishop, John Shanley to rent a Swedenborgian church on Market Street
across from Rice Park for the purpose of a six-week convert’s mission. It was from this
mission that Peter Claver’s was organized. Nine previously converted African American
Catholics founded the new church, which grew quickly with new members as a result of
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the six-week mission and various other outreaches. Five of the original members were
women, and they were occasionally aided by three Sisters from St. Joseph.101
St. Peter Claver Church requested to build a new building at Farrington and
Aurora in 1892, which they did, despite some protests from neighbors in the area. The
first priest of the parish was a white man named Fr. Edward Casey. The parish’s first
black priest was a man by the name of Fr. Stephen Theobald, who had been born in
British Guiana and educated by Jesuits. Eventually he found himself in Canada working
as an attorney and journalist, but desired to become a priest. He was connected with
Bishop Ireland, and Ireland had Casey admitted to St. Paul Seminary. Theobald was
ordained in 1910 and appointed the canon lawyer at the St. Paul Cathedral and the pastor
of St. Peter Claver Church. The women’s group, St. Monica’s Women’s Guild was
established as an altar society in the early 1900s. A parishioner remembers her mother
spending most of her time working with the Guild. Sadly, there is little other information
about this organization.102
African American Organizations
The two primary types of outreaches or ministries at the turn of the twentieth
century for African Americans in Minnesota were settlement houses and an orphanage
and home for the elderly. At the turn of the twentieth century half of Minnesota’s African
American population lived in St. Paul. Yet the two largest orphanages in St. Paul, St.
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Joseph’s German Catholic Orphan Asylum (run by the Benedictine Sisters) and the
Protestant Orphan Asylum both refused to accept children of color. Therefore, orphans of
color in St. Paul had very few options. A fundraising letter written by the board of
managers of the Attucks Industrial School and Home in 1911 states: “We…have
experienced not a little trouble in getting a black boy or girl admitted as an inmate into a
white institution.”103
It was an AME minister and his wife who decided to do something about this
problem. Rev. Will and Fannie King moved to Minnesota from Illinois and established a
combined orphan home and home for the aged in 1906, called the Crispus Attucks
Industrial School and Home. Fannie had been one of the founders of the Lincoln Orphan
and Old Folks Home in Springfield, Illinois before moving to Minnesota. The Crispus
Attucks Home fell into financial trouble early, and a Jewish man, Joseph Elsinger, the
president of the Golden Rule Department store, came to the aid of the young
organization. He provided much needed financial help and visited the Home regularly to
see what was needed. Women were active in the running of the Home. Three of the
twelve board of managers were all women, and all the advisory board (seven members)
were women. Fannie King was the president of the Home.
Although the Home was non-sectarian, religious education was required of the
inmates. Proper observance of the Sabbath, attendance at Sunday School, and evening
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services were required. In 1911, there were twenty-one children, six elderly men, and two
elderly women living in the Home. 104
Settlement Houses
While white Minnesotans began establishing settlement houses already in the
nineteenth century, churches tended to fill similar needs within the African American
community until the twentieth century. The first settlement house to serve African
Americans was the Neighborhood House. Discussed in detail in the previous section on
Jewish outreach, it is worth noting this settlement was willing to adjust to their changing
community, rather than move to continue to serve a primarily Jewish population like the
Emmanuel Cohen Center did. As time went on, there were a number of settlement houses
established by African Americans for their own community, including: Welcome Hall,
Hallie Q. Brown, and Phyllis Wheatly, the latter two being especially influential in the
communities they served.
The first community center specifically for the African Americans community
was the Welcome Hall Community Center. Welcome Hall was established by Zion
Presbyterian Church and sponsored by a number of white congregations. 105 The
Welcome Hall ran a Bible study, a girl’s club, and eventually the community’s first
daycare center. They also had a playground for children. Rev. George Camp and his wife
Anna worked to make Welcome Hall independent and self-sufficient, relying on
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membership drives and gifts from donors, rather than being dependent on the various
white churches as it had been in the beginning. Welcome Hall continued to serve the
community until it closed in 1959.106
Phyllis Wheatley House was located in North Minneapolis, in a building that had
formerly been a manufacturing plant and later a Talmud School (specifically Talmud
Torah of Minneapolis). Gertrude Brown was the first director; she became a leader in the
community, but her strong stances on racial issues often put her in conflict with white
board members and some African American male community leaders.107 Brown, born in
Ohio, was a graduate of Columbia University and was a personal friend of Jane Addams.
The Phyllis Wheatly House became the center of the African American community in
North Minneapolis prior to the Second World War.108 A pamphlet printed by the Phyllis
Wheatly House described their mission: “The primary purpose…is to provide services to
the people in the immediate area in accord to their interest, needs, and the desire to be
served. All services are open to all people in the area.” The House offered education,
recreation, daycare, temporary housing, and meeting spaces for the immediate
community.109
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The third settlement to serve the African American Community was the Hallie Q.
Brown Settlement. It was established in 1929 in St. Paul. Opening mere months before
the crash of 1929, the settlement provided much needed support to a community that was
hit especially hard by the great depression. The first director, I. Myrtle Carden, ran the
home until 1949. Hallie Q. was to St. Paul what Phyllis Wheatly was the Minneapolis. It
was a place of meeting and support for the surrounding community. Hallie Q. Brown is
still a functioning nonprofit serving the community around the Summit-University area of
St. Paul.110
Women in Politics
Temperance and suffrage were the primary political concern for most religious
white women in Minnesota. For African American women, combating racism and
improving the lives of their community was the most important. Commitment to
combating discrimination permeates the clubs and organizations that African American
women formed around the turn of the twentieth century.
There were a couple civic women’s organizations founded before 1900, though
little is known about them. The Minnesota Woman’s Loyal Union, which was in
existence as early as 1897, was concerned with “race uplift and redemption,” but the club
had a decidedly political bent as well. A woman by the name of Amanda Lyles was the
president for many years, and the club would occasionally send resolutions to both
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members of congress and the president on issues of race.111 Amanda Lyles went on to
help found the Minnesota State Federation of Afro-American Women’s Clubs in 1902,
which was a group of fifty-seven women representing seven women’s clubs around the
state. The names of the other clubs have been lost to history, but the key fact is that
African American women’s organizations were working together and creating umbrella
organizations.112
The Minnesota Federation of Women’s Clubs acted as an umbrella organization
for a number of African American women’s clubs in the state. It was organized in 1905
by Mrs. Ione E. Gibbs. There were eighty-eight delegates representing numerous clubs,
both religious and secular in nature. Clubs included were: Monday Arts, Adelphi, Social
Improvement, Biddle Circle, Ladies of the G.A.R, Maids and Matrons, Palm Leaf,
M.T.C. Art Club, Golden Leaf Missionary, Bethesda Sewing Society, Mystic Pastors
Aid, Ladies of the G.A.R, Minneapolis. One of the main beneficiaries of this organization
was the Crispus Attucks Home.113
One of the few of the member groups of the Minnesota Federation of Colored
Women’s Clubs that left records is the Adelphi Club. The Adelphi Club claims to be the
oldest African American women’s club in the state; it is unclear if this true. Regardless,
they were an early Minnesota club, and they do appear to be the first African American
club to apply for membership to the Minnesota Federation of Women’s Clubs. According
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to their own records: “This action caused quite a bit of excitement. The daily papers had
an article about the matter as well as a picture of club members.” They were able to join.
The club was also a member of the Associated Charities of St. Paul and the Minnesota
Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs. The club described their work as literary and
philanthropic, though any records of their activities have been lost. There is little
information about the activities of the club.114
One of the most prominent and politically active African American women in
Minnesota was Nellie Griswold Francis. Born in Tennessee in 1874, she and her family
came to Minnesota when she was nine years old. She married attorney William Francis
when she was nineteen years old. Francis was active in both her church and politics in the
state. She was a member of Pilgrim Baptist in St. Paul (she helped to procure their organ
through a Carnegie grant). She was also the president of the Missionary Circle at Pilgrim
and the corresponding secretary for the Tri-State Baptist Convention. On October 12,
1914, she established the Everywoman Suffrage Club, which was associated with the
Minnesota Suffrage Association. It had a membership of twenty-five women. Its motto
was “every woman for all women and all women for every woman.” Francis was a
member of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs; she was active in
numerous Republican organizations, such as the director of the Republican Colored
Women for Minnesota and vice chair of the eight ward Ramsey County Republican
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Women’s Club. She was associated with the Big Bother and Big Sister League and a
member of the Woman’s Welfare League, the NAACP, and the Urban League. 115
One of her greatest accomplishments had little to do with her church service or
her club membership. She is credited with having been the author of the anti-lynching bill
that passed in 1920-1921. The bill was a direct result of the 1920 lynching of three
African American men in Duluth. A full account of the terrible events is given in Michael
Fedo’s book entitled The Lynchings in Duluth. While she is not mentioned directly in the
account of the lynchings, the record shows her husband was invested in the events and
following investigation and trial. William Francis hired the Employer Detective Service,
to investigate the lynching and the events leading up to them. 116 The Northwestern
Bulletin directly names Nellie, not her husband, as the author of the anti-lynching bill:
Mrs. W. T. Francis, wife of Attorney W. T. Francis, one of our most prominent
club women and civic workers of the city, has the distinct honor of being the
“Mother” of the Minnesota Lynching Bill. This bill was framed and put into legal
in February, 1921, by Attorney Francis, then it was introduced by Representatives
Nordlin, Levine and Christensen in the House at the State Capitol on the 15th of
April, 1921.117
According to a 1921 edition of the Appeal, Francis was honored in a ceremony
held at Pilgrim Baptist, but open to the general public. There were speeches in support of
and thanks for her work on the Anti-lynching Bill. The choirs of both St. James AME
church and Pilgrim Baptist performed songs in her honor, and she was presented with a
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ceremonial cup. In response she gave a speech, a small excerpt shows her determination
to fight racism:
Your children will reap the harvest of our solidarity—of our determination to
stand together; and, if needs be, to die together; for they are dying, every day, the
men and women of our race, martyrs to lynch-law, the fiery stake and the awful
savagery of peonage; that these, your children, may know full liberty and an equal
chance in life.118
After the passing of universal suffrage, Francis’s suffrage organization was
renamed the Everywoman Progressive Council and the mission was changed to the
“promotion of political and economic equality and social justice to the negro (sic),
cooperation between white and colored women and men, training of local colored women
leaders and fostering the recognition of negroes who have achieved success.” They did
Red Cross service as auxiliary to the Woman Welfare League unit and the Colored
women’s Red Cross league, worked for liberty loan and defense council in the eighth
ward. They produced propaganda against the sensational publicity of petty negro crime in
public press and to promote publicity for progressive African American events. They also
participated in a drive for the Crispus Attucks Home for the Colored Aged.119
Temperance
African American Christian women did not participate in the fight for temperance
like white Christian women. There was one male African American suffrage club called
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the Hilyard Temple of Honor and Temperance founded by J. K. Hilyard in 1879,120 but
there was no female equivalent. The Minnesota branch of the WCTU, as well as the
national organization, had a complicated relationship with women of color. There was
one more attempt to create a “Department of Work among the Colored,” but it yielded
little result. There were few African American members of the WCTU in Minnesota.
This does not mean that African American women did not care about this cause; there are
signs that the community in general did have at least some interest in temperance.
However, the WCTU was not welcoming to African American women, and other issues,
such as racism, anti-lynching, and economic inequality were much more important issues
for the community.
Conclusion
African American women participated in the social reform impulse. They
organized ladies’ aid clubs at their churches, they joined civic clubs, and they helped
organize and run large-scale organizations and settlement houses. Unlike the other groups
examined, African American women were particularly concerned with racism and
oppression. Employment discrimination leading to economic disadvantage and a
relatively small community are primary reasons African American women tended
organize later than many other groups. However, once the organization began, it
happened rapidly. Organization ramped up steadily during the 1930s and 1940s, which is
far beyond the scope of this paper, but it would be fruitful area of study for another
project.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
This dissertation has examined different groups of women participating in social
reform efforts within the state of Minnesota. Each group had different interests and
values, but there are common themes that transcend the divides. There were common
ministries and causes that women of the time consistently supported, including: support
to other women and children; foreign missions (generally with the interest of women and
children in mind); healthcare, often in the form of nursing, hospital administration, and
auxiliary support of the hospital, such as supplying materials or raising funds; education,
especially educating girls; care of the elderly; and support and uplifting of their own
ethnicity or race. Politically women were supporting suffrage and temperance in large
numbers; not everyone supported both, or either, for that matter, but the two causes were
inexorably intertwined.
Bringing the Kingdom
Jesus taught his followers how to pray in the Gospels. The much-recited Lord’s
Prayer begins: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your
will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt 6:9-10). The title of this study is a play on
that prayer, but it is also a value central to many of the groups studied. The Louisville
Lutheran Church’s Ladies’ Aid’s mission statement was: “To work for the welfare of its
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own congregation and the furthering of GOD’s kingdom at home and abroad.”1 Similarly
the 1920 Bethesda Hospital and Bethesda Homes Annual Report describes the purpose of
the Deaconess Home as such: “The aim of the Deaconess Home is to serve the Church of
Christ by educating women for such service in the Kingdom of God.”2
There was a recurring theme of God’s kingdom on earth in the sources found for
this study. Christian women were trying to improve the world around them. Whether
there was intentional desire to bring the kingdom of God or subconscious kingdom
language that found its way into their literature and mission statements, the connection
was there. Of course, there are aspects of the concept that are problematic. Jewish groups
were not influenced by the Christian desire to bring God’s kingdom, and the terminology
certainly does not appear in any of their records or literature. However, for many groups
studied, a desire to bring God’s kingdom to earth was a real desire and goal.
The Pattern of Organization
Across different ethnic and socio-economic groups, women organized in a similar
pattern. First, they formed small, local organizations. These were generally associated
with a congregation or synagogue, and the women did small scale fundraising to support
local projects of interest. The congregation would often be the recipient of these early
fundraising endeavors; women bought pulpits, organs, fixed church buildings, sent cards
and gifts to ailing or mourning members of the church, etc. Sometimes the women would
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support some other local charity or raise money to help a denomination’s missions
department. The causes varied but the pattern was similar.
Different groups of Minnesota women did not begin to organize simultaneously.
White old-stock Protestant women organized first. They were the first ones here; they
brought with them considerable resources, and they had a history of organization and
social causes before they arrived in Minnesota. Education and temperance were of
particular importance to the women who migrated from the East Coast in those early
years. Their population numbers were smaller than later immigrant groups, but their
influence on Minnesota society was significant. They set a precedent of activism in
Minnesota.
Jewish women and immigrant women (Scandinavian in particular) organized
around the same time. There may have been an element of assimilation in their efforts
though they may not have admitted it, even to themselves. Both organized ladies’ aid
groups within their churches and synagogues and then expanded from there. After their
initial organization, the two groups pursued vastly different ministries, though both had a
desire to support their own people. Jewish women built settlement houses and Hebrew
schools. Immigrants built hospitals and homes for the elderly. Both had an interest in
suffrage. Scandinavian women tended to support temperance; Jewish women did not.
Lay Catholic women organized only after they had the support of the Catholic
church. Once they began though, they pushed boundaries with their homes for motherless
youth and single mothers. They took on large scale projects like building settlement
houses and lunch rooms that provided meals to hundreds of working women daily.
Catholic ministries were deeply concerned with Americanization. There was a deep
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seated desire within their ministries to help Catholic immigrants assimilate to American
culture. Many Catholic women supported temperance, though fewer supported suffrage;
though once the vote was won, Catholic women took their responsibility seriously, and
numerous Catholic women’s organizations assisted women navigate the new world of
politics and voting.
African American women were predominantly concerned with supporting other
African Americans. They supported their own churches, settlement houses, and other
ministries to help the community. Their organization tended to happen after the
Eighteenth and Nineteenth Amendments had passed, so there is little concentration on
that. Combating racism was the major legal fight in which they engaged.
There are more similarities than differences between these groups of women.
Combining religious zeal, social consciousness, and hard work, they were able to expand
their sphere of influence outside of the home and into public life. Working under the
umbrella of the church gave a legitimacy and respectability to the women’s public work.
Women going into rough neighborhoods and working with delinquent youth, single
mothers, or any other group of marginalized people might have been frowned on by
society at the time. However, that is what countless religious women did as part a
church’s or ladies’ aid home mission department. Conservative religious women engaged
in politics to stop an evil in the liquor industry. This naturally led to more women
supporting suffrage as a way to finally take down alcohol consumption in America. Many
of the lines between the private and public spheres were eroded by 1920, and much of it
began with simple ladies’ aid groups housed within congregations.
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Sisters and Deaconesses
Catholic Sisters and Protestant Deaconesses do not easily fit into the mold set by
the other women in this study. They both played an important role in Minnesota social
reform and advancing the position of women. However, their lives and ministries were
vastly different from the other groups of women discussed. Orders of Catholic Sisters
date back centuries unlike lay women who largely began to organize in the nineteenth
centuries.
Throughout Western history, women had little control over their lives. While
there are exceptions, women generally had the option of marrying and subsequent
motherhood (followed by a civil death in most countries) or choosing a monastic life
within the Church. In areas that embraced the Protestant Reformation, these two options
dwindled to one. Martin Luther advocated marriage for all women. “For Luther, women’s
anatomy bespoke their destiny as mothers rather than thinkers.”3 He was not alone in his
opinion and convents (and monasteries) were shut down in Protestant lands. It is worth
noting that there were cases where women were unhappy in convents and desired escape;
children were placed in convents against their consent by family members. Luther’s own
wife, Katerina Von Bora, escaped a convent.
While there are exceptions, many women living as Catholic Sisters preferred it,
regardless of whether they chose to join a religious order, or they were placed there as a
child. Whether one agrees with the merits of monastic life or not, it gave women a
respectable alternative to marriage and motherhood. Stories of nuns escaping in herring
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barrels are dramatic and make great history, but there are far more examples of women
fighting to stay in their convent. In fact, groups of Catholic Sisters were more adamant in
continuing their vows than monks were, and in some cases, they simply refused to leave.4
Within Catholic lands, women continued to enter the Church and live their lives
out as Sisters, either in cloister or out in the world. The majority of American Catholic
Sisters were out in the world, and in Minnesota both the Sisters of St. Joseph and the
Benedictines were active in their communities. Not only did becoming a Sister give
women an option besides marriage, but it gave them the opportunities to do things no
“respectable” single woman would ever be allowed to do. Catholic Sisters were often one
of the earliest arrivals in rough frontier towns, establishing schools and hospitals. They
taught Native American children in their lands, often traveling days from their convents
to do so. They were able to pursue higher education far more often than the average
woman. They were able to travel alone or in groups and experience the world; Ellen
Ireland, for example, spent a great deal of time travelling around the United States and
Europe in her older years.
There were limits on their self-autonomy. Catholic Sisters were subject to their
bishops, and they were obedient to the Church. A Mother Superior could make decisions
for her order. For example, Bishop Cretin could not just order the Sisters of St. Joseph to
come, but once they were in Minnesota, they were beholden to his authority. Individual
Sisters were subject to both the Mother Superior and the Church hierarchy, and they did
what they were told and went where they were sent. However, the various orders of
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Catholic Sisters were autonomous in many ways, and the women who joined enjoyed a
level of freedom.
The introduction of the Protestant Deaconess in the nineteenth century is a
fascinating development. For roughly 300 years, Protestant women were unable to
dedicate themselves to the church in the way Catholic women were able to. The literature
of the time described the deaconess as a position of the ancient church that was being
reintroduced; any comparisons to Catholic Sisters were conspicuously absent.
Functionally deaconesses and sisters were similar; however, neither the Protestant
churches nor the deaconesses themselves wanted to be seen as “Protestant Nuns.”
The position of the deaconess gave Protestant women another option besides
marriage. It was easier being a single woman in nineteenth century American than it was
in sixteenth century Europe, but marriage was still generally an expectation and
recognition, especially for young Christian women. Being a deaconess gave women a
level of authority in the church that was unobtainable otherwise. Deaconesses ran
hospitals and other similar organizations. They were able to travel unchaperoned and
meet with male leaders of church denominations. When Elizabeth Fedde came to
Minneapolis, the leaders of the church practically begged her to help them. When things
did not go as planned, she simply left and moved on to another city and another project,
and the men were left scrambling to find a replacement. She was the one with the power
in the situation.
The number of Protestant deaconesses never came close to approaching the
number of Catholic Sisters, and Protestant churches did not have the structure to support
deaconesses in the way Sisters were either. Motherhouses were less common than
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convents, and it is not entirely clear how some deaconesses even survived. The Methodist
Episcopal Church stated that they did not pay the deaconesses, for example. From the
sources, it is apparent that there was always a shortage of deaconesses, and that
deaconesses left to marry more often than their Catholic counterparts. There are many
reasons why the deaconess movement never grew to be huge. There is a history of
suspicion of celibate clergy and monastic orders in Protestant churches, and practically
speaking, deaconesses are that. The blossoming of the deaconess movement also
occurred as women were gaining more rights. A woman could be a deaconess and a
nurse, and then be subject to the will of your motherhouse. Or a woman could just be a
nurse, and she could work where she pleased and live where she pleased. The new
freedoms of the twentieth century allowed women new avenues of work and authority.
As time went on, more and more women chose not to enter the deaconate.
Collaborations . . . a Few
There was significant collaboration between women in charity-related work, but it
tended to break down on religious and/or ethnic lines. There are instances of large
collaborations between different denominations, and in some cases, different religions,
but there was far more separation than collaboration. Generally, women were working in
similar ways and accomplishing similar things, but they operated in separate spheres.
Most groups were primarily concerned with taking care of their own.
Occasionally this separation grew out of necessity. For example, none of the
white orphanages would take children of color, which forced African Americans to build
the Crispus Attucks Orphanage. However, this is the exception rather than the rule. A
more common circumstance is when German Catholics only wanted German Catholic
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Sisters to run an orphanage for the children in their community because they wanted the
orphans to maintain both a Catholic and German heritage.
Within a particular tradition or ethnic group there was collaboration. There were
countless umbrella organizations or federations or smaller women’s groups. Small ladies’
aid groups combined into citywide or statewide chapters, which held associations with a
denominational federation or a national organization.
There were occasional interfaith missions. The Women’s Co-operative Alliance is
once of those instances. It was an organization established in 1914 when representatives
from the Woman’s Club (a secular organization but membership included women of
different religious and ethnic backgrounds), the Woman’s Christian Association (a cross
denominational organization discussed in chapter one), the League of Catholic Women
(Minneapolis), and the Council of Jewish Women came together to “discuss plans for
safeguarding and guiding youth of the city, particularly its girls and young women.”5
Their annual report indicates it was a large and successful organization. In 1921 there
were twenty-six fulltime staff and there were now nineteen different organizations
associated with the Alliance. They were also deeply proud of being an interfaith group
which speaks to the rarity of the situation.6
When it comes to politics, there was collaboration in some areas. There was a
separation between Protestants and Catholics when it came to temperance. Protestants
tended to join the WCTU and other local Protestant temperance clubs, while Catholic
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women tended to join the CTAU and other local Catholic temperance clubs. It is likely
there would have been a least some collaboration or discussion between the large national
entities, but for the average women, probably little interaction.
When it comes to the cause of suffrage, women worked together. None of the
suffrage organizations were associated with a particular faith, though some were
associated with ethnicities. The pan-Scandinavian group, SWSA, and the Everywoman’s
Suffrage Club for African American women are both examples. The creation of the
Everywoman’s Suffrage Club is more than likely a reaction to the racist attitudes held by
the larger suffrage organizations. For the most part, women joined the MWSA, the NWP,
or the Political Equality Club of Minneapolis or any other number of general suffrage
associations.
In the final analysis, did women collaborate? Sometimes and depending on the
situation and the cause. Some groups were more likely to collaborate than others. African
American women, for example, were largely left out of any sort of collaboration with
white women. Scandinavians, on the other hand, tended to be courted to certain causes
and groups, and assimilated easily into Minnesota society. Jewish women collaborated on
suffrage in particular, and the Neighborhood House is a successful interfaith mission led
by the Jewish community. Catholics and Protestants rarely worked together. These are
generalizations, but they are also telling of the larger picture of collaboration.
Relationship between Faith and Organization
Religion was a considerable factor in when and how woman began to organize.
The bulk of this dissertation discusses how and why woman began to organize, but
certain groups did not organize, or they organized so late they were not included. The
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more conservative the denomination, the less likely women were to organize in general
(though this is not a hard rule). While most Lutherans were organizing around the turn of
the twentieth century, the women of the Missouri synod did not organize until the 1940s.
Catholic women did not organize until they got approval from the Church hierarchy.
Some women pushed against male authority. Most religious women had little desire to
come into open conflict with the men of the church, however. In the early days, pastors
and priests often played a role in the women’s church organizations, albeit a small role.
Some women worked for years to create denomination-wide women’s groups, asking for
approval. Other times, the relationship between the women’s group and the larger church
had a somewhat symbiotic albeit complex relationship. It was not unheard of for a ladies’
aid group to have a budget rivaling or exceeding the budget of the entire congregation.
Without an official voice, the women of the church were able to make decisions for the
community with their money, a powerful tool indeed. Sometime this ran counter to what
the male members wanted (the ladies’ aid of Mount Zion purchasing of an organ comes
to mind). Other times, the ladies’ aid was able to provide things the church needed but
could not otherwise afford.
Religious belief was not the only factor in organization, but it was a significant
one. There is a reason so many charitable organizations came out of congregations.
Women saw needs in their communities, and they had a desire to help those in need.
Taking care of others in need is a fundamental aspect of many religions; there was
undoubtedly a desire to bring God’s love to others. There was also a broader, particularly
Christian desire to bring God’s Kingdom that had taken foot in America. The turn of the
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twentieth century was a time of great optimism regarding the ability to change the world
and it was a time of great public engagement.
Gender Relations
Emmy Evald of the Augustana Women’s Missionary Society rallied women by
proclaiming: “The pastors are against us!”7 She was married to a Lutheran pastor, which
adds a level of complexity to her statements. Regardless, her open hostility to the male
members of the church was unusual, though surely there were plenty of other women
who shared her sentiments.
Ladies’ groups were a way for women to come together and work towards
common goals. Sometimes these goals ran parallel with a larger men’s organization, like
in the case of female auxiliary groups for hospitals and schools. Other times women were
able to work towards goals they felt that the men in leadership where not adequately
addressing. Their relationships with men varied depending on how in line each of their
goals were.
Generally, men had little to do with the ladies’ aid and other smaller
organizations. Men did tend to play a larger role in larger organizations, such as
settlement houses or other large-scale ministries. Male involvement varied wildly
depending on the situation.
In the early days of the ladies’ aid organizations, some men had reservations.
They worried the women would gossip or simply pursue goals that the church hierarchy
did not support. Over time the ladies’ aid was a generally accepted part of most
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congregations. It was a source of income that could cause resentment, but generally it
was a much-needed source of funds and help. It appears most ladies’ aid groups acted in
the general interest of the larger church. Synod-wide organizations were created and run
by women. This is where we start to see women truly go their own direction. Women
were able to control large sums of money and support ministries they wanted. In all the
synod-wide organizations studied, there was not a single one with male oversight.
Occasionally ministries would have male advisory boards, but it unclear whether
men did much with the organization. The Minneapolis League of Catholic women had
both a spiritual director (a priest) and an advisory board of men. While it was noted that
the male advisory occasionally mentored young men involved in their ministries, there is
little other information to hint what else the advisory board did. Their ministries pushed
the boundaries of what would have been considered proper behavior for a Catholic
woman, and they refused to be associated with any particular congregation. One wonders
if the male advisors had much to do with the organization at all.
In other areas, men actively encouraged women to organize. Catholic temperance
is a prime example of this, but there were other organizations where men helped out as
well. In the case of Catholic Sisters, the Church hierarchy requested and encouraged their
involvement in a variety of ministries. One of Bishop Cretin’s earliest acts was procuring
an order of Sisters to minister in his new territory. Settlement houses generally were run
by women but had active participation from men. Boards were often coed or even male
dominated but the day to day running of the organization was left to women.
By and large women worked within their religious tradition and did not push too
hard against gender norms of the times. They saw areas in society where women were at
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a disadvantage, and they did what they could to fight against injustice. Much of women’s
work was directed towards other women and children. Surely, providing housing to
working women, for example, was truly a fight against wage inequality, and providing
services to single mothers was a statement against gender double standards. Religion
gave their work a respectability. Not all women supported suffrage, but during the years
of this examination, women were increasingly seeing the vote as the only way to improve
the lives of women and children across the nation.
It is difficult to speak to men’s response and feelings towards women’s
organization around the turn of the twentieth century. More than likely some men
supported it, and others did not. Church and denominational histories often had little on
the activities of the women. Often a page or two might be dedicated to “women’s work.”
It generally was a short description filled with flattery of their good works, but it was
obviously seen as a small side project to what the larger church was accomplishing. It is
only after the women’s own histories (and budgets) are examined, that it is clear that the
ladies’ aid groups played a rather large role in the history of most churches and
denominations.
Urban versus Rural Women
There is little difference in the pattern of organization between urban and rural
women. Urban women ran larger organizations because there were more people living in
cities. Large settlement houses, for example, were a ministry of the city. Many of the
groups discussed in this dissertation were concentrated in cities as well. Rural
organizations tended to stay housed within the church or perhaps associated with a larger
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denominational federation. Few, however, grew to the size of many of the urban
ministries.
Women’s Organization and Social Class
One of the pervasive beliefs about women’s engagement in reform is that upper
class white women were the ones to both drive and accomplish the work. This entire
project has worked to debunk this idea. However, some final words need to be written
about the role of wealth and class.
The historical evidence does show that women of all ethnic, socio-economic, and
religious backgrounds were engaging in social reform. However, even within these
different groups, women with more money tended to leave more of a historical record.
There is something to be said about a wealthy woman’s ability to procure funds towards
her goals. Wealthy women also tended to have more political connections. This group did
tend to organize first, and their accomplishments should not be diminished.
However, the numerous ladies’ aid groups at countless churches around the state
speaks to the commitment to reform for the average woman. Most of these women were
working class or merchant class at best. They raised funds through small dues, selling
homemade goods, church luncheons, etc. The pooling of these funds in synod-wide
federations does not demonstrate the ability of a few wealthy women to donate large
amounts, but rather the ability of many women working together each donating modest
amounts from their own limited budgets.
Women of all social classes volunteered and worked at different organizations
(though a wealthy woman may have been more likely to sit on the board rather than
working within an organization). Women of all social classes cared and worked for the
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causes of both temperance and suffrage. Women contending with extreme poverty were
generally recipients of services rather than the one proving them, but that was generally
the point of many of the organizations.
Minnesota as a Case Study
This project has been limited in scope to the state of Minnesota. It can be
reasonably assumed Minnesota is not an isolated case however. There is ample research
still left to do and countless stories yet to discover both in Minnesota and around the
country. This project left off at roughly the year 1920, but for some groups of women,
this was just the beginning. The 1930s and 1940s were a time of great engagement in
Minnesota as well.
This is not an exhaustive study; it is a representative sampling of women and
organizations in a particular place and time. There are general trends that can be derived
from the evidence though. At least in the case of Minnesota from 1880-1920 countless
women were involved in a variety of benevolent organizations. The women were
religiously inspired. Religious engagement gave credence to their activities and a level of
respectability. There was a general progression of organization from small church-related
charities to larger and more influential organizations. In many cases, this religiously
engagement led to further public involvement, particularly into areas of temperance and
suffrage.
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